A VOICE OF OUR OWN : RETHINKING THE DISABLED IN THE HISTORICAL IMAGINATION OF SINGAPORE by ZHUANG KUAN SONG
A VOICE OF OUR OWN: 
RETHINKING THE DISABLED IN THE HISTORICAL 

































A VOICE OF OUR OWN: 
RETHINKING THE DISABLED IN THE HISTORICAL 






ZHUANG KUAN SONG 





A THESIS SUBMITTED 
 
FOR THE DEGREE OF MASTER OF ARTS 
 
DEPARTMENT OF HISTORY 
 









“I long to accomplish a great and 
noble task, but it is my chief duty to 
accomplish small tasks as if they were 







Helen Keller, 1880-1968 
Author, Political Activist, Lecturer 





This research had been a long, arduous but entirely rewarding process. Coming to 
this stage has not been easy, and apologies are in order for those whom I had inadvertently 
or accidentally offended throughout this process. 
Throughout the two years of my postgraduate studies, I learnt much about myself 
and about the lives of people with disabilities. Understanding the mentalities of disabled 
people and how their lives are structured has become second nature to me and I hope had 
made me a better person.   
This research would not have been possible without the support from my supervisor, 
Dr Sai Siew Min. She had been my academic supervisor since my Bachelors’ and had given 
me guidance since. Dr Sai had been encouraging and I thank her for the patience she had 
shown while I was formulating the direction of the research. Consulting her had been a 
breeze for she would gladly put aside whatever she was doing, whenever I entered her office 
without prior appointment. Even during her pregnancy and maternity leave, she would 
gladly accommodate my needs and questions.  I would not have wished for a better 
supervisor than her.  
The majority of the two years of my post graduate studies had been spent working 
in the postgraduate room. Here I had interactions with fellow course mates and the staff and 
professors of the History Department. They had shown kindness and support towards me, 
and had never shied away from a warm greeting. My thanks to them for making me feel at 
home in the Department. The same goes to the librarians and staff at the Central Library. 
Knowing them on a personal basis had made things much easier at times, and I thank them 
for their support.  
ii 
 
Throughout the course of my work, I made the acquaintance of Uncle Ron and 
Auntie Rena. Both had become like family to me, and I had enjoyed the many days that I 
spent at their home. Visiting them was never a chore and I would like to thank them for 
allowing me to be part of their lives. Gordon too, had become more of a friend than an 
interviewee and I am grateful for the time we spent conversing. My own friends have also 
been a source of support and inspiration. My soccer kakis for constantly reminding me that 
there is more to life than books. Sundays and weekday nights spent kicking a ball away 
would had been lonely without all your companionship. My family for being there always.  
These two years had also seen many upheavals in my life. My close friends had 
always been around to support me during these dark times. My gratitude goes to Cammie, 
Towkay, Stanley and Ying. Cammie, you had been a wonderful confidant for the past 11 
years, and may we always be the best of friends forever. Towkay, may us one day fulfill our 
dreams of winning a singing competition, after all the karaoke practices that we have had. 
Stanley, I regretted selling my bike, but not meeting a friend like you. To Ying, my thanks for 
all the Thai lessons and practices that you had shared with me. I hope that you would be 
able to find a feen and happiness soon.  
And of course to you, Khun Nam Waan. For all the companionship that you had 
given me and the memories that we created and are still creating. To many more years 







Table of Content 
 
Acknowledgements..................................................................................................................... i 
Table of Content ....................................................................................................................... iii 
Abbreviations ............................................................................................................................. v 
Summary .................................................................................................................................. vii 
Chapter 1: Repositioning Disability within Civil Society in Singapore ..................................... 1 
Civil Society in Singapore ....................................................................................................... 1 
The writing of Singapore History ........................................................................................... 3 
Studying Disability in Singapore ............................................................................................. 5 
The Beginnings of the Disability Rights Movement ............................................................... 6 
Disability Studies and the Social Model of Disability ............................................................. 8 
Challenging the Social Theorists .......................................................................................... 12 
The Postmodern Turn in Disability Theory .......................................................................... 15 
Disability and Feminism ....................................................................................................... 17 
The Discursive Construction of Disability ............................................................................ 20 
Chapter 2: The State and the Disabled ................................................................................... 23 
1945-1960s: Of Welfare and Aid .......................................................................................... 23 
1970s: A New Language of Rehabilitation ........................................................................... 25 
1980s: The Equalization of Opportunities ........................................................................... 28 
The State and the Remaking of Disability ............................................................................ 29 
A National Workshop on Defining Disability and the CRDP, 1983 ....................................... 32 
The Impact of the IYDP and the Disability Movement......................................................... 38 
The Advisory Council of the Disabled, 1988 ........................................................................ 39 
The State’s Understanding of Disability ............................................................................... 44 
Chapter 3: The Coming of Age of Disability Activism ............................................................. 46 
The Activism of the Disabled ............................................................................................... 48 
The Disabled Worker ........................................................................................................... 51 
Education and the Disabled ................................................................................................. 53 
Bus, Taxi or Car? ................................................................................................................... 56 
Connecting a Nation? The MRT System ............................................................................... 63 
Accessibility in Singapore ..................................................................................................... 67 
iv 
 
From “For” the Disabled to “Of” the Disabled ..................................................................... 72 
Chapter 4: A Positive Identity of Disability ............................................................................ 76 
Celebrating Normality .......................................................................................................... 77 
“In your Condition you still think of Sex?” ........................................................................... 80 
Building a Community, Building a Nation ............................................................................ 83 
Nationalism and the National Day Parades ......................................................................... 87 
Chapter 5: Performing Disabled Identities ............................................................................. 90 
Chee Yuan Cheow: The World is Ours to Hold .................................................................... 90 
Gordon: Seeing the World in Different Ways ...................................................................... 98 
Ron Chandran Dudley: The Discursive Limits of Disabled Identity .................................... 104 
An Identity of Disability ...................................................................................................... 108 
Chapter 6: Situating the Disabled in the Historical Imagination of Singapore ................... 110 
Appendix A: Documents of the DPI ....................................................................................... 115 
Appendix B: Definitions of Disability...................................................................................... 126 
Appendix C: Form used in the CRDP ...................................................................................... 128 












ARF Additional Registration Fee 
ATM Automated Teller Machines 
BEST Basic Education for Skills Training 
CASE Consumers’ Association of Singapore  
CET Continued Educating and Training Programme 
CRDP  Central Registry of Disabled Persons  
DPA Disabled People’s Association (Singapore) 
DPI Disabled Peoples’ International  
HDB Housing Development Board 
ILO International Labour Organization  
IYDP International Year of Disabled Persons  
MCI Ministry of Communications and Information 
MOE Ministry of Education  
MRT Mass Rapid Transit  
MRTC Mass Rapid Transit Corporation 
MSA Ministry of Social Affairs  
MUIS Islamic Religious Council of Singapore 
NPPA Newspapers and Printing Presses Act 
NTUC National Trades Union Congress  
PAP  People’s Action Party 
RC Residential Committee 
PSB Progressive Society of the Blind 
ROV Registry of Vehicles 
SAB Singapore Association for the Blind 
SaDeaf Singapore Association for the Deaf  
vi 
 
SCSS Singapore Council of Social Services  
SDU Social Development Unit  
SDS Social Development Section  
SWD Social Welfare Department  
TCS Television Corporation Singapore  
UK United Kingdoms   
UN United Nations  
UPIAS Union of Physically Impaired against 
Segregation 
VWO Voluntary Welfare Organization  





People with disabilities are strangely absent from the historical imagination of 
Singapore. This thesis probes their absence from history. Using various theoretical 
frameworks drawn from the field of disability studies, it traces the marginalization of people 
with disabilities in academia to powerful discourses on disability evolved by the state from 
1945 onwards. Until the 1980s, people with disabilities, were seen as passive subjects of 
welfare, pity, aid and rehabilitation. In the 1980s, people with disabilities, became more 
vocal and advocated for their rightful place in society. The advocacy of the disabled marked 
the beginnings of civil society in Singapore. In their interactions with state and society, the 
disabled create a discourse of disability. This discourse of disability permeated into their 










Chapter 1: Repositioning Disability 
within Civil Society in Singapore 
History in Singapore has neglected disability and disabled persons as worthy subjects 
of study. While efforts have been made to include the voices of political opponents of the 
Peoples’ Action Party (PAP) within the Singapore Story, the voices of disabled individuals in 
the Singaporean historical imagination are missing. Within academic circles, disability has 
not been seen as worthy of attention in history. This thesis takes up the challenge of writing 
the history of disabled individuals. It intends to position the disabled and their organizations 
within the history of civil society in Singapore. Drawing from the field of disability studies, it 
aims to use the conceptual frameworks developed over the years to rethink the roles that 
the disabled had played in history. The thesis will demonstrate how the category of the 
disabled person emerged in the 1980s, due to the convergence of state concerns with the 
disabled and the activism of the disabled themselves. It will also discuss how the processes 
of identity formation of a disabled person emerged in the same period as a result of their 
negotiation with the able/disabled and normal/abnormal binaries.  
Civil Society in Singapore 
The 1990s was a landmark period for rethinking the writing of a history of disability 
in Singapore. Two streams of events converged. The first is linked to the development of 
civic society in Singapore and the second to history writing in Singapore. In terms of civic 
society developments, Goh Chok Tong had taken over the reins of leadership in 1990, and in 
1991 George Yeo delivered his landmark ‘Banyan Tree’ speech, stating that the PAP 
government wished to ‘prune the banyan tree’ of pervasive state institutions and allow 
‘plants’ or civic society institutions to grow from under.1 This speech was the hallmark of the 
                                                          
1
 Gillian Koh, “Pruning the Banyan Tree? Civil Society in Goh’s Singapore”, in Impressions of the Goh 
Chok Tong Years in Singapore (Singapore: NUS Press, 2009), p. 95. 
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‘compassionate and consultative government’ of Goh Chok Tong’s premiership where the 
growth of civic society was intended to serve nation-building purposes so as to create a 
cohesive and resilient nation.
2 The value of civic organizations at this juncture of nation-
building was given added historical significance in the Banyan Tree speech as the 
government explained that the first phase of nation-building concentrated on the 
establishment of strong state institutions like schools, public housing and the army which 
made possible the remarkable achievement of Singapore. The second phase according to 
Yeo, would begin in the 1990s and was focused on the need to create a ‘Singapore soul’, by 
evolving civic society as a response to the apathetic mood of Singaporeans towards the 
nation.3 
The state’s call for a more vibrant civic society included groups that dealt with the 
disabled. Goh’s ‘Many Helping Hands’ policy was intended for disabled voluntary welfare 
organizations (VWOs) to take the lead alongside the government to provide support and 
ensure no one would be left behind.
4
 This thrust towards greater civic participation was 
continued when Lee Hsien Loong took over in 2004. He had specifically mentioned the 
disabled in his swearing-in speech and promised to include them in society. Lee states: 
As we prosper, all communities will progress and no one will be left behind. We 
will look after the less educated and the elderly who have helped build 
Singapore. And we must also have a place in our hearts and our lives for the 
disabled, who are our brothers and sisters too…5  
 
As such, the government had drawn up the Enabling Masterplan in 2007. It envisioned an 
inclusive Singapore where the disabled were given opportunities to become equal members 
                                                          
2
 “Civil society needed to mobilize people’s talents: PM”, Straits Times, 7 June 1997.  
3
 George Yeo, “Civic Society – Between the Family and the State”. Speech at the NUSS Society 
Inaugural Lecture 1991 at the World Trade Centre Auditorium, Thursday, 20 June 1991.   
4
 Chua Beng Huat and Kwok Kian Woon, “  in Singapore”, in Civil Society in Southeast Asia, edited by 
Lee Hock Guan (Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 2004), p. 96. 
5
 Lee Hsien Loong, “Swearing in Speech: Let’s Shape Our Future Together”. Speech at the Istana, 
Thursday, 12 August 2004.  
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of society with the people, private and public sector working together to effect such a 
vision.6  
As a result of the state’s interest in the civic society project in the 1990s, Gillian Koh 
has identified the beginnings of a culture of civic society to the start of Goh’s reign. The 
1980s were thus an important albeit difficult transitional period for the formation of civic 
society in Singapore. According to Koh, instances of these include the amendment of the 
Newspaper and Printing Presses Act (NPPA) of 1986 to curb the interference of foreign 
media in domestic politics, the amendment of the Legal Profession Act to prevent the Law 
Society from commenting on the NPPA amendment mentioned above and the detention of 
alleged Marxist conspirators in 1987 for social activism among foreign workers.7 For her, 
Goh Chok Tong’s consultative and participative style of governance made a difference in the 
development of civil society and set the stage for Lee Hsien Loong’s ‘open and inclusive’ 
Singapore.8 These developments in repositioning the role of civic society in relation to the 
state form an important starting point in rethinking the history of the disabled in Singapore. 
 
The writing of Singapore History  
The other stream of events revolves around history writing in Singapore. With the 
National Education project started in 1997, the Singapore government began its project on 
writing national history in Singapore. Known as ‘the Singapore Story’, national history in 
Singapore was intended to educate Singaporeans about the past. Based on historical facts, 
the Singapore Story was, as Lee Hsien Loong notes, ‘objective history seen from a 
                                                          
6
 Ministry of Community Development, Youth and Sports. “Enabling Masterplan, 2007-2011”, 
http://www.mcys.gov.sg/enablingmasterplan/, accessed on 10 January 2010.  
7
 Koh, “Pruning the Banyan Tree?”, pp. 94-95.  
8





 The start of National Education and the unprecedented use of 
history in such a manner sparked wide ranging debates by academics and the public.  The 
debate on the Singapore Story focuses mainly on the issue of the hegemony of the narrative.  
The Singapore Story claims that because it is an empirical history, verifiable and 
factual; it holds a claim to truth. As Kwa Chong Guan explains, the PAP narrative is centered 
on a fixed cast of characters who had brought about political, economic and constitutional 
changes in Singapore; it is thus a retelling of the past based on a certain chronology and a 
specific narrative. 10 By insisting that their narrative is more pertinent than others, the PAP 
has also been able to pre-empt contrary interpretations of the same event. Loh Kah Seng has 
argued that the Singapore Story, as the PAP’s version of the past, marginalized or silenced 
facts while highlighting those that follow the party line.
11
 As a result of this, academics in 
Singapore have argued that the Singapore Story is history written from the perspectives of 
the victor which marginalizes or silences other voices. 
In recent years, the PAP-led government has made several attempts to correct this 
hegemonic bias within the Singapore Story; the most recent being the publishing of The Men 
in White. Written by the Singapore Press Holdings, it purportedly tells the untold story of the 
PAP through the inclusion of previously marginalized leftist voices.12 Academia has also tried 
to address this bias in National History through publications that aimed to retell the 
accounts of the PAP’s political opponents of the 1950s and 1960s.13 As a result of this 
                                                          
9
 Lee Hsien Loong, “National Education”. Speech at the launch of National Education at TCS TV 
Theatre, Saturday, 17 May 1997. 
10
 Kwa Chong Guan, “Approaches to the Singapore Story”, in The Singapore Story: A Learning Nation 
(Singapore: National Reference Library, National Library Board, 1998), pp. vi –viii. 
11 Loh Kah Seng, “Within the Singapore Story: The Use and Narrative of History in Singapore”, in 
Crossroads, 12, 2 (1998), p. 6.  
12
 Sonny Yap, Richard Lim and Leong Weng Kam, Men in White: The untold story of Singapore’s ruling 
political party (Singapore: SPH, 2009) 
13
 Tan Jing Quee and Jomo K.S., Comet in our sky: Lim Chin Siong in history (Kuala Lumpur: INSAN, 
2001); Poh Soo Kai, Tan Jing Quee and Koh Kay Yew, The Fajar Generation: the University Socialist 
Club and the politics of postwar Malaya and Singapore (Petaling Jaya: SIRD, 2010); see also Michael 
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attention towards the voices of the marginalized and ordinary people, space is created for 
the rethinking of the role of disabled individuals in civil society.  
Naming this Dissertation as “A Voice of Our Own: Rethinking the Disabled in the 
Historical Imagination of Singapore”, I wished to highlight the efforts of the disabled within 
the development of civil society in Singapore. Within this development, the disabled were 
active agents of change, social activists, and prominent actors of civil society in Singapore in 
the 1980s. By including them within the development of civil society in Singapore, their 
unheard voices in history can be excavated. 
Studying Disability in Singapore 
While the Singapore Story has moved to gradually reconcile the gap between the 
silenced and the dominant voices of history, the disabled are still marginalized in history. 
Although there has been a concerted effort in academia to include the stories of the PAP’s 
political opponents, the voices of the disabled have yet to be mentioned at all. There is also 
an overarching focus on the PAP’s formative years of 1950s and the early 1960s, where the 
party’s electoral dominance has yet to be established and the opposition was much more 
vocal. Academia is also silent on the historical roles of disabled people, only discussing them 
under the auspices of disciplines such as Social work or Sociology or under government and 
policy planning, despite the active and burgeoning field of disability studies today.14 The bulk 
of these works are chronological histories of institutions caring for the disabled.15 Within 
academic writings, the discussion of disability mainly concerns itself with how they can be 
helped, or discusses their needs and issues that they face in life.16 At the same time, the 
marginalization of the disabled within academia does not only extend from politics in 
                                                                                                                                                                      
Barr and Carr Trocki, Paths not taken: Political Pluralism in Post-war Singapore (Singapore: NUS Press, 
2008)  
14
 Zhuang, Kuan Song. “Enabling the Singapore Story: Writing a History of Disability”, in Monograph 42: 
Studies in Malaysian & Singapore History: Mubin Sheppard Memorial Essays, pp. 37-72. Edited by 
Bruce Lockhart and Lim Tse Siang (KL: MBRAS, 2010) 
15
 Ibid., pp. 38-42. 
16
 Ibid..  
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Singapore. Instead, it is also a result of the discursive constructions of the disabled within 
society, of welfare, aid, sympathy and rehabilitation, which denies the disabled their agency. 
Writing the voices of the disabled back into history is thus difficult because of this 
marginalization. The marginalization of disabled people’s voices despite their gradual 
inclusion in society today, and the overarching emphasis on the 1950s and 60s in Singapore 
history, coupled with the silence of academia are what this thesis seeks to address.  
At the same time, the loss of electoral support for the PAP government in the 1980s, 
marked by the Anson by-election loss of 1981, and the 12.9 per cent dip of the popular vote 
in the 1984 election were seismic shifts. As a result of the erosion of the PAP electoral 
dominance, there was a gradual shift towards a different style of governance, one that 
sought to give more free rein to societal demands. Thus Loh has argued that the use of 
history in education has its roots from this period, whereas Koh notes the beginnings of 
several civic organizations in the 1980s.17 In retrospect, the 1980s was an important 
transitional moment, yet this period has not been given sufficient coverage in their works. 
While Koh has clearly identified the key developments in civic society from the 1990s, the 
activism of the disabled in the 1980s led to key changes in Singapore and could be seen as an 
important precursor to the PAP’s version of civic society in the 1990s. In this respect, issues 
like education and transportation saw the active involvement of the disabled community in 
the 1980s. As a result, the government had to make key changes in these areas to meet the 
needs of the disabled.  Disability can thus be seen within the context of civic society in 
Singapore.   
The Beginnings of the Disability Rights Movement  
To trace the beginning of the scholarship on disability, we need to examine two 
concurrent strands of movements, which had their roots in the United Kingdom and the 
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 Loh, “Within the Singapore Story”, Koh, “Pruning the Banyan Tree?”, p.94. 
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United States respectively. Until recent years, people with disabilities have been segregated 
and separated from mainstream society and seen in various negative stereotypes: pitiful, 
pathetic, dangerous, in need of welfare and are a burden to society.18 As a result, they have 
been isolated and institutionalized; for instance in charitable organizations caring for them 
which were setup from the 19th century onwards, asylums, workhouses and also hospitals.19 
However, around the mid 20th century, the start of the civil rights movement across the 
globe which advocated for the equal status of minority groups in society (for instance Martin 
Luther King Jr. and the Black American), led to a rethinking of these traditional attitudes.   
At around the same time, scholars began to rethink ideas of dealing with the 
disabled in society. One example of such scholarship was Wolf Wolfensberger’s seminal 
work, The Principles of Normalization in Human Services. Wolfensbeger challenged the 
traditional ideas of institutionalizing the disabled and aimed to make available, patterns of 
life and conditions of living which were similar to the regular circumstances and ways of life 
of society. Institutions and the wider society should give disabled people the chance to work 
their way through life, to have the opportunity to lead as normal a life as possible.20  
As a result of the civil rights movement and new scholarship, disabled people began 
to organize themselves and challenge established mindsets. Led by people with disabilities, 
organizations like the Center for Independent Living in California and the Union of the 
Physically Impaired Against Segregation (UPIAS) in Britain were set up. The former focused 
on establishing full service programmes that were community based and operated on the 
                                                          
18
 Jacqueline Vaughn Switzer, Disabled Rights: American Disability Policy and the Fight for Equality 
(Washington, D.C.: Georgetown University Press, 2003), pp. 30-43.  
19
 Switzer, Disabled Rights; Anne Borsay, Disability and Social Policy in Britain since 1750 (Houndmills, 
Basingstoke, Hampshire: Palgrave Macmilllan, 2005), pp. 17-116.  
20
 Wolf Wolfensberger, The Principle of Normalization in Human Services (Toronto: National Institute 
of Mental Retardation) 
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principle of deinstitutionalizing disabled individuals. The latter advocated for a different way 
of seeing the disabled and for equal opportunities in society.21  
Disability Studies and the Social Model of Disability  
It is not individual limitations, of whatever kind, which are the cause of the 
problem, but society’s failure to provide appropriate services and adequately 
ensure the needs of disabled people are fully taken into account in its social 
organizations…22 
It is within such a climate - one that sought to rethink the lives of people with 
disabilities and the increased advocacy of people with disabilities themselves which led to 
the beginnings of Disability Studies. Disability Studies refers to the field of study focusing on 
how people with disabilities can be understood and have been understood in various 
disciplines. According to the Society for Disability Studies, an international non-profit 
organization started in 1982 that promotes the study of disability and publishes the journal 
Disability Studies Quarterly, the field of disability studies is inter-disciplinary, and challenges 
the view of disability as an individual defect that can be remedied solely through medical 
intervention or rehabilitation by experts and other service providers. 23  An important 
contributor to the field of disability studies in its early stages was Michael Oliver. 
Michael Oliver is a disabled activist from the UK (United Kingdom) and currently 
Emeritus Professor of Disability Studies at the University of Greenwich. Oliver was born 
without any disabilities. However, during a holiday in 1962, he dived into a swimming pool 
and broke his neck, leaving him disabled. Ten years after the accident, he went on to read a 
degree in sociology and subsequently a doctorate at the Open University. Influenced by the 
developments put forth by people with disabilities in the 1970s, Michael Oliver first coined 
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 Switzer, Disabled Rights.   
22
 Michael Oliver, Understanding Disability: From Theory to Practice (London: Macmillan, 1996), p. 32.  
23
 Society for Disability Studies, “Guidelines for Disability Studies”, 
http://www.disstudies.org/disability_studies_program_guidelines/guidelines_disability_studies_prog
rams, accessed on 10 January 2010.    
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the phrase, ‘the social model of disability’ in 1983. 24 Simply put, the ‘social model theory of 
disability’ sees disability as a social problem, that is, the onset or inscription of disability as a 
status, is caused by social and cultural factors. In the years to come, the ‘social model theory 
of disability’ was to dominate discussion in the disability sector, and became epitomized as 
the face and goal of the disability movement. 
Oliver’s initial research interest was not in disability but deviance and crime. It was 
only in 1979 that he stumbled accidentally upon disability issues while exploring the links 
between crime and epilepsy. Oliver was then shocked to read the texts of medical sociology 
which saw illness and disability as the same.25 Over the next few years, he was also 
perturbed to read scholarship by the able bodied about disability, little of which related to 
his experiences of disability or those of other disabled friends. Most of this scholarship was 
written in the disciplines of medicine and psychology and for Oliver, to challenge this 
dominance, a social theory of disability was necessary. Oliver’s challenge required other 
disciplines to rethink disability and disabled experiences seriously. 26 However, he discovered 
that in history just like in other disciplines; sociology, anthropology, politics and social 
administration, the experiences of disability have been marginalized. He notes, 
Anyone interested in the history of disability will encounter exactly the same 
problem… on the experience of disability, history is largely silent, and when it is 
discussed at all, it is within the context of the history of medical advances. Just 
as women and black people have discovered that they must write their own 
histories, so too with disabled people…27 
Oliver’s comments will prove prescient for Singapore history today. Indeed, as I will 
demonstrate, the theoretical insights from the field of disability studies can be fruitfully 
applied to the study of the disabled in Singapore. Furthermore, Oliver suggests that the 
reclaiming of disabled experiences converge with the struggles of women and black people, 
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 Michael Oliver, Social Work with Disabled People (London: Macmillan, 1983)  
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 Oliver, Understanding Disability, p. 9.  
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 Michael Oliver, The Politics of Disablement (London: Macmillan, 1990), p. x.  
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 Ibid., p. xi.  
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both groups being the subject of extensive research by scholars and which are now 
flourishing and well developed fields of studies.    
As a result of the marginalization of disability by the various disciplines and society, 
Oliver theorized the social model theory of disability. This social model of disability 
challenged how people understood disability in the 1970s, or what Oliver called the 
individual model of disability. Oliver argues that the individual model of disability consists of 
two fundamental points; that is the problem of disability is located within the individual and 
the cause of disability stems from the functional limitations or psychological losses. 28 The 
underlying basis of this is what Oliver calls the ‘personal tragedy theory of disability’; that 
disability is a random event which affects unfortunate individuals. In other words, this model 
centers disability on individual limitations. Disability is seen as an occurrence which happens 
to individuals on a personal basis.  
The individual model is further backed up by what Oliver calls the medicalisation of 
disability. Oliver feels that doctors have a role to play in the lives of disabled people, in terms 
of treating any illness which may arise due to their disability. However, he states that 
disability is not an illness but rather, a long term social state. Disability is thus not treatable 
medically and is not curable. Medical intervention becomes oppressive and inappropriate, 
when doctors try to use their expertise to treat disability. With their expert knowledge, 
doctors and the medical and rehabilitation enterprise impose themselves onto disabled 
persons and aim to restore the disabled person to normality, or to a state as close to 
normality as possible, for instance through surgical intervention or physical rehabilitation. 
An ideology of normality is submerged within the medical profession and the pseudo 
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 Michael Oliver, Understanding Disability, p. 31.  
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professions it has spawned.29 In such a way, the medicalisation of disability lends itself to the 
marginalization of disabled people.  
Oliver’s answer to the individual model of disability and the medicalisation of 
disability is the ‘social model theory’. At the heart of the differences between the two 
models is causality. While the former sees the problem of disability in the individual, the 
social model theory locates the cause of disability in the inability of society to provide 
appropriate services and to address the needs of people with disabilities. Thus, disability in 
the social model is not an individual tragedy, but is instead all the restrictions and barriers 
that society impose on the disabled; i.e. prejudice, institutional discrimination, inaccessible 
buildings, unusable transport systems, segregated education. The disabled are thus a group 
of individuals who experiences this failure as discrimination institutionalized throughout 
society.30 
At the center of the social model theory is the distinction between two key concepts, 
disability and impairment. In the social model theory, impairment refers to the loss of 
functionality of a person and is at the core of causality for the individual model theory.31 In 
the context of the social model theory, disability is used to refer to the various barriers and 
restrictions caused by the inability of society to cater for and accommodate the disabled.32 
As such if society is able to accommodate his needs, a person can have impairment but no 
disabilities. However, as a result of the failure of society to cater for the person, he is 
subsequently disabled. In other words, the social model theory shifts the emphasis from 
individual impairment to societal disablement.  
Oliver also makes clear the aims of the social model theory of disability. Its 
immediate goal is to reverse disability by effecting policies and attitudinal change and 
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eradicating barriers that obstruct the person, moving the focus away from impairment.33 
However, it is not intended to be just a theory, idea or concept. Rather, Oliver developed the 
social model with loftier aims. He meant it to be the tool which the disability movement 
could use to break the injustices and inequalities that people with disabilities face.34 For this 
reason, the social model theory of disability has become synonymous with the disability 
movement.  
Oliver’s social model theory of disability and its challenge to the individual model 
has many parallels with disability in Singapore. Historically, disability in Singapore could be 
divided into two general periods. In the first, the provision of welfare and aid to the disabled 
dominated the field, and its roots could be traced to the start of welfare services by the 
British colonial government after the Second World War.35 By seeing the disabled as objects 
of welfare and providing aid to them on the basis of their impairment, this initial period did 
not recognize that the disabled were able to contribute to society in the same way that any 
other person could. In this respect, the start of the second period in the 1970s and 1980s, 
which marked the shift in emphasis towards rehabilitation and the equalization of 
opportunities and the eradication of barriers to the disabled, paralleled the beginnings of 
the disability movement and their beliefs in the social model theory of disability.  
Challenging the Social Theorists  
Disability Studies as a field of study has come a long way since Oliver’s social model 
theory and the start of the disability movement. It is now a blossoming and active field, with 
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several academic journals dedicated to the subject which publish on a regular basis.36 With 
more academics involved in the discipline, it is thus not unusual that some have sought to 
rethink the way disability was understood by Oliver.  
One of the fiercest criticisms of Oliver came from Sir Thomas William Shakespeare. 
Tom Shakespeare, as he prefers to be known, is a British sociologist and suffers from 
achondroplasia dwarfism, a genetic disorder. Shakespeare did not like the way Oliver’s social 
model had taken root and became the dominant orthodoxy within the British disability 
movement and academia. In his 1996 seminal work, Disability Rights and Wrongs, 
Shakespeare challenged the social model. Shakespeare starts by tracing the historical 
beginnings of the social model theory of disability. He argues that when Oliver’s social model 
became the orthodoxy of the British disability movement, it also displaced other social 
models which were less radical and extreme in outlook.37 Oliver’s social model was in fact 
first developed by Paul Hunt and later by the UPIAS. In the first version of the social model, 
epitomized in the UPIAS policy statement (adopted December 1974), there was no definition 
of disability as social barriers or oppression.38 Only in 1976, in the UPIAS publication, 
Fundamental Principles of Disability, was the disability/impairment distinction formalized.39  
As Shakespeare notes, the UPIAS stance is a progressive one, and only with Oliver’s 
intervention, is the social model and individual/medical model binary fixed.40  
As a result of this dichotomous binary opposition with the individual/medical model, 
early advocates of the social model assume that any progressive approaches are impossible 
without the social model. In other words, the social model has come to stand for good 
research and practice, whereas anything associated with the individual/medical model is 
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bad.41 Thus the disability movement and social model theory have been slow to take on and 
discuss research from other areas and disciplines and have been stagnant since its 
development. In this respect, Shakespeare goes on to explain how a genetic bioethical 
approach and charity could be used to rethink disability. Thus, while the social model has 
done well in shifting attention from individuals and their physical or mental deficits to the 
way society includes or excludes people with disabilities, in its swing from one extreme to 
the other, from seeing disability as an individual problem to seeing it in terms of social 
oppression, the social model has in fact turned everything topsy-turvy.42  
More importantly, Shakespeare argues that the neglect of the experience of 
impairment by Oliver, who is more focused on eradicating and removing social barriers and 
oppression to disability, is problematic. Oliver has argued that impairment is individual and 
biological in nature, whereas disability is socially created; as such disability should be the 
main target of the social model theorist.43 However, Shakespeare argues instead that the 
link between impairment and disability should not be broken. He notes that impairment is 
first of all necessary before one can experience disabling barriers. If the link is broken, then 
disability becomes a general term which describes any form of socially imposed restriction, 
like racism.44 Next he shows that impairment is always already social, not biological nor 
individual. Shakespeare notes that impairment can be caused by social processes like war, 
poverty and malnutrition. Impairment could also be made worse by social arrangements, for 
instance, having to negotiate obstacles may cause pain and injury.45 At the same time, 
impairment is also a social judgment, for the numbers of impaired persons is determined by 
what disability is defined by in each society.46  
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In such a manner, Shakespeare takes the lead from feminist thinkers and notes that 
the disability/impairment distinction is similar to that made between social gender and 
biological sex.  Impairment is thus similar to sex, the biological given. However, as feminists 
have already demonstrated, there is no pure or natural body outside of discourse.47 Both 
sets of binaries, sex/gender and disability/impairment are subjected to the same discursive 
formations. To neglect any in favour of the other would be to distort the experience of being 
a person with disability. Impairment is thus useful as a way of experiencing the world, and 
for the historian, understanding how the world works differently for these ‘differently-abled’ 
persons (to use a politically correct term), is important. 
The Postmodern Turn in Disability Theory  
At around the same time as Shakespeare’s challenge to the social model, there were 
also concrete attempts by disability studies to incorporate post-modern insights into their 
work. Influenced by the ground breaking work of the French academic Michel Foucault and 
his rethinking of the history of ideas, disability studies turned to examine disability as a 
discursive construct. Disability or people with disabilities in the Foucauldian sense can be 
seen as discursive constructs. That is to say, the disabled exists only as a result of discourse 
or knowledge, which are the ways we can or cannot write, speak, think or act about any 
given social object or practice in a historical period. 48 Foucault is most interested in 
subjection or subjectivization, which is the process whereby knowledge and discourse works 
and constructs disability. Subjection is thus an effect of power; the effects of power replicate 
and construct the disabled from discourses that exist in any given historical period. 49 For 
Foucault, power is productive and produces categories and norms. The disabled can then be 
seen as effects of techniques or institutional and discursive practices. In particular, it is the 
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ways in which discourses work as instruments of normalization and how the disabled 
subjects are maneuvered into ‘correct’ and ‘functional’ forms of thinking and acting.50 
Foucault’s critical reading of power and the appearance of the knowledge/power grid has 
forced academics to rethink the way the disabled have been seen in society.  
In this way, the post-modernist’s intervention presents a different and highly critical 
understanding of what disability is and how it came to be. The post-modernist’s project 
concentrates on the discursive formation of disability. Lennard J. Davis’s work on the 
construct of normalcy is one such example. Showing how the idea of normalcy only 
appeared within the western world in the early 19th century, the development of the norm 
as an ideal in the West led to the idea of deviance, or the deviant body, that which is not the 
norm, for which the disabled body fell under.51   
In the same context, a post-modern perspective would see the disabled body as 
subjectively embodied. In other words, the disabled is actively and continuously produced 
through social interactions with other subjects. It is also materialized through discourse, and 
becomes present to us not as a stable entity but one that is in flux, everchanging, in 
process.52 The study of disability thus cannot be seen from the perspective of any one 
individual, or seen as a result of just unequal power relations. In the post-modern world, it 
demands recognition that our sense of the self, how we orientate ourselves to the world, is 
tied up with the bodies around us.53 Scholars of disability studies must then problematise all 
the histories and embodied experiences of the disabled subject and to open up the complex 
power dynamics that exist, rather than to just accept the reduction of these dynamics solely 
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to that of the disabled individual.54 Post-modernists reject the social and medical models of 
disability, which tend to deny the relevance of the body to disability. The social and medical 
models of disability also do not acknowledge the constitutive relationship between the 
embodied subject and the world, the notion that our subjectivity consists in a becoming in a 
world of others.55  
Disability and Feminism  
Another strand of the post-modern school is the feminist theorists. The feminist 
theorists are influenced by developments within gender studies. They see the distinction 
between disability (social) and impairment (body/biological) offered by the social theorists, 
as similar to the gender (social) and sex (body/biological) divide which engulfs gender 
studies.  
Susan Wendell’s, The Rejected Body, published in 1996 is a significant point in the use 
of feminist theories by scholars of disability studies. Wendell argues that ‘a feminist theory 
of disability is needed, as the oppression of disabled people, is linked to the cultural 
oppression of the body.’56  She notes that the disabled body, like gender is not a biological 
given, it is socially constructed from biological reality. Thus, unlike the social model theorists, 
a feminist theory of disability would concern itself with ethical, psychological and 
epistemological issues of living with disability and impairment. Wendell also notes that there 
are similarities in the way feminists are grappling with the issues that disabled people also 
face, albeit in a different context: 
whether to stress sameness or difference in relation to the dominant group and 
in relation to each other, whether to place great value on independence from 
the help of other people, as the dominant culture does, or to question a value-
system which distrusts and devalues independence from the help of other 
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people and vulnerability in general; whether to take full integration into male 
dominated/ able bodied society as the goal, seeking equal power with 
men/able-bodied people in that society or whether to preserve some degree of 
separate culture, in which the abilities, knowledge, and values of women/the 
disabled are specifically honored and developed…57 
In short, the feminist position on disability, views the othering of disabled people, on the 
basis of their disability, as occurring on a level similar to that faced by women. Disabled 
people are seen as the other, and symbolize the failure of society to control the body and 
the failure of science and medicine to protect humanity.58 Identified as other to the 
dominant group, both women and disabled peoples face problems which are in fact complex 
and similar. Wendell also makes the point that the experience of disability is something 
which is most unique, which able-bodied individuals will not be able to understand. She calls 
for disabled people to be heard, such that an explosion of knowledge of the human body 
and psyche would take place, from realms of disabled experiences, which have often been 
dismissed as trivial, just like the experiences of women.59  
Thus, the feminist position on disability/impairment and sex/gender shows how the 
study of disability can be given added impetus. I will like to draw attention to the works of 
Judith Butler at this juncture. Butler in her 1993 work, Bodies that Matter, argued for a new 
understanding of gender. She argues that the category of ‘sex’ in gender is in fact what 
Foucault calls normative, a regulatory ideal that functions as a norm that produces a certain 
type of body. This construction, or materialization of the norm as Butler calls it, takes place 
through highly regulated practices, which she terms ‘performativity’. In other words, 
through gender performativity, discourse produces the effects that it names. Therefore, 
materiality can be seen as the effects of power on the body. 60 In reformulating the 
materiality of bodies, Butler aims to do several things: to recast the matter of bodies as the 
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effect of a dynamic of power, to understand performativity not as the act by which a subject 
brings into being what she/he names but rather as that reiterative power of discourse to 
produce the phenomena that it regulates and constrains, and to see sex as a cultural norm 
which governs the materialization of body.61  
Butler’s groundbreaking work has been duplicated in disability studies. Using her 
discursive deconstruction of the body, Margrit Shildrick and Janet Price explore the concept 
of disability, as fluid and shifting, for its perverseness beyond what is taken as its normative 
bodily markers.62 They argue that the claim that the body is able or disabled is historically 
constituted, and is constructed through a constant reiteration of a set of norms. These 
norms are effected from discursive practices by both the self, and modern technologies of 
state and medicine. At the same time, the creation of the body as disabled, or ‘broken’ has 
as its reference, the able, natural body. What the disabled is, the able is not, and it is this 
sort of fixed dichotomies, that constitutes the very ground of our embodied selves that 
Shildrick and Price wish to contest.  Shildrick and Price also argue that the embodiment of 
the self as disabled is also brought about by the performative self, through self-generated 
and self-policed behaviours.63 The completion of the application form for the Disability Living 
Allowance, a pension given to people with disabilities in the UK, is an example of the self-
generation of the body as disabled; an example of Butler’s performativity.  
Butler’s analysis of sex and gender and the subsequent works that build on her 
insights hold very important lessons for our understanding or rather re-understanding of 
disability. The questions that are posed towards sex and gender can also be used similarly 
with disability. Disability can be seen as a cultural norm which recasts the body in a certain 
manner. Thus, the construction of this norm requires a certain and specific understanding of 
                                                          
61
 Ibid., pp. 2-3.  
62
 Margrit Shildrick and Janet Price, “Breaking the Boundaries of the Broken Body”, in Body and 
Society, 2, 4 (1996), p. 93.  
63
 Ibid..   
20 
 
how disabled people should behave. As a cultural norm which governs the body, disability 
sees people who are ‘disabled’ in certain ways, and the disabled should then behave in an 
‘appropriate’ manner. In behaving in the way they are expected to, the disabled engages in 
what Butler calls ‘performativity’, the process in which discourse produces the subject. More 
importantly, the issue of performativity, brings to the fore issues of identity formation. 
While Foucault would be more interested in how the state brings its idea of disability to bear 
on the disabled individual, Butler’s performativity suggests that the disabled individual, 
through the very acts of performing certain behaviors, bring about and engage in the 
subjectivization of their own bodies.  
 
The Discursive Construction of Disability 
Through a selection of major works, I have discussed the various shifts that have 
occurred at different times in the field of disability studies and the basis in which disability 
studies have constructed the social model as a way to challenge existing mindsets of 
disability in the 1970s. Thus, the beginnings of the social model had been synonymous with 
the field of disability studies. Yet the radicalization of the understanding of disability from 
one that pins causality on the individual to one that locates causality on society has led to its 
rejection by scholars from the 1990s onwards. Critics of the social model argue that by 
focusing solely on ‘disability’ and the social causes of disability, social model theorists, like 
Oliver, have neglected the experience of impairment (body/biological).  
The critics of the social model, namely the postmodern and the feminist theorists, 
adopt a Foucauldian type of analysis to understand disability. That is to say, disability must 
be seen as an effect of power, a discursive construct which is the product of the imposition 
of certain types of knowledge in society. By turning their attention to discourse, these 
theorists have highlighted how the social model is a type of discourse that circulates a 
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specific understanding of disability, thus creating what I call the empowered disabled 
individual. At the same time, the feminist theorists have also highlighted the similarities 
between disability studies and gender studies, specifically the initial understanding of sex 
and impairment as biological. By understanding disability as a discursive construct, disability 
studies have been able to delve deeper into understanding what disability is, and how it 
came to be. This is useful in understanding the genealogy of the category of the disabled in 
Singapore history. As Chapter Two will show, the disabled in Singapore were first seen as 
objects of welfare and pity in the initial postwar period, and as subjects of rehabilitation in 
the 1970s. The 1980s was thus a period where a new language of disability based on equal 
opportunities and rights emerged. These periods witnessed the engagement of the state in 
creating disability, especially in the 1980s where several state projects were endorsed and 
started; for instance, the Workshop on defining Disability in 1983, and the Advisory Council 
for the Disabled in 1988. Following this, in Chapter Three, I will illustrate the concerns of 
people with disabilities, and how they engaged the state on issues like education, 
transportation and their rights. The engagement of the disabled reflects an early 
involvement in constructing civil society in Singapore in the 1980s.  
On a whole, the social model’s challenge on the marginalizing discourses of the 
individual/medical model and those of welfare, sympathy and aid reflects a positive way of 
constructing the disabled subject. The introduction of the social model thus brings with it 
the birth of the empowered disabled, whose impairment does not matter anymore. The 
removal of the passive applications of marginalizing discourses presents to the disabled the 
opportunity to integrate and join into society. This process must be seen with the 
transformations of binaries involved in discussing disability. From the start, the social model 
is dichotomously opposed to the individual/medical model. Thus, while impairment is the 
concern of the individual model, the gaze of the social model falls on disability instead, i.e. 
social model/disability against individual model/impairment. This results in the emphasis on 
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social barriers and not the individual by the disability movement. Thus, abnormality does not 
set in with impairment, which is seen as biological, but rather with the presence of social 
barriers and hence, disability. These pairs of binaries are important concepts which we see 
reoccurring later on. Through a case study of Handicaps’ Welfare Association (HWA), which 
is a group comprising of disabled individuals and its in-house magazine, Handicaps Monthly, 
Chapter Four will illustrate how a positive understanding of disability was deliberately 
constructed. Similarly, in Chapter Five, the use of oral history interviews will uncover how 
disabled individuals understood themselves in relation to the other, the able-bodied 
individual. These two chapters are meant to be read together, and argue that in creating a 
positive image of disability, both the disabled community and the disabled themselves 
locate causality of disability in society, replicating Oliver’s social model theory of disability. 
At the same time, through a critical analysis of this positive image of disability, I will show 
how it was discursively constructed. I will argue that in challenging the individual/medical 
model of disability based on welfare/aid/rehabilitation, the disabled in Singapore 
reconstituted the dichotomous binaries of able/disabled and normal/abnormal into a fluid 
spectrum. Chapter Six concludes and argues that the actions of the disabled in the 1980s can 
be seen as an example of civil society activism in Singapore. This involvement of the disabled 
can be seen in how they expressed themselves and challenged traditional notions of 
disability in society. In doing so, we can trace a history of the disabled within the 
development of civil society, one which understands the motivations and ways in which the 




Chapter 2: The State and the 
Disabled  
To understand disability and how it was constructed in the 1980s, we need to first 
turn our attention to the various shifts in the ways we have understood how the 
marginalization of disability occurred in society.  In this chapter, I use the theoretical 
frameworks of Foucault to describe the discursive construction of disability. This forms the 
backdrop to my discussion on the role of the state, which before the 1980s, evolved 
powerful understandings of disability in distinctive ways. The understanding of disability in 
Singapore can be roughly broken down into various periods which approached disability in 
distinctive ways: from 1945 to the 1960s, there was a discourse of welfare and aid and from 
the 1970s the rehabilitation of the disabled began to gain strength and momentum in 
society. Finally in the 1980s, the disabled began to challenge their marginalization by the 
state’s understanding of disability. 
1945-1960s: Of Welfare and Aid  
The end of the war brought about a government discourse of welfare and aid. 
Disability and the disabled were subsumed under this discourse. This policy of welfare was 
initially aimed at the disruption caused by the Japanese Occupation and its adoption was 
reflective of a shift in British colonial policy after the Second World War. As a result of the 
sacrifices made during the war, people began to demand that the state care for them, and 
this was coupled with a realization of what the state could achieve in an interventionist 
mode.64 As a result, a new commitment arose within the British Empire, that is, the 
conceptualization of the state as a provider of welfare. This differed sharply from British 
policy before the war, when it adopted a laisssez-faire attitude towards the provision of 
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social services. It left the community and the various voluntary associations, like religious 
institutions, clan associations and secret societies, to care for the needs of citizens.65  As a 
result of this intervention, Tim Harper has argued that this initial period, or what he calls the 
“Malayan Spring” period, saw the British remaking key areas of local society. This form of 
social intervention was also aimed as safeguarding British interests in the area and at 
drawing closer links between society and the colonial state.66 This shift towards a policy of 
welfare was to have lasting legacies; the disabled were to be subsumed under an official 
policy of welfare. 
In Singapore, this shift in British colonial policy was reflected in the creation of the 
Social Welfare Department (SWD) after the war. The SWD represents a concerted effort by 
the British colonial government to make good its promise of welfare and to tackle the 
devastation of the war and Japanese Occupation.67 While there was no official government 
policy on disability, the implementation of welfare policies by the SWD cemented unofficial 
discourses about disability that circulated in society. As a result, people with disabilities, 
often inflicted during the war, were given public assistance, aid and relief.68 By 1947, the 
majority of those who needed assistance had been taken care of.69 
The intentions of the SWD were made clearer in the publication of its first five-year 
plan in 1949. Social assistance was only to be given to those with permanent disabilities, and 
this included the setting up of rural settlements which could accommodate physically and 
mentally handicapped persons by engaging them in outdoor work.70 The main goal of the 
SWD was the provision of welfare, and not the inclusion of disabled people in society. When 
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commenting on the lack of homes for the care of physically and mentally handicapped 
children in Singapore, the SWD states categorically: 
the practice of accommodating a handicapped child in normal homes was 
undesirable as the handicapped child requires specialized treatment and the 
normal child’s education should not be retarded by association with the 
handicapped….71 [italics mine] 
The policy statements of the SWD reflect the discursive practices that circulated within 
society before the 1980s. By subsuming the disabled under a policy of welfare, the SWD and 
the colonial government painted an image of the disabled as sympathetic and pitiful, thus 
requiring assistance to be able to survive. The discourse of welfare deprived the disabled of 
agency and saw them only as objects of aid and sympathy. The subsuming of the disabled 
under the policies of the SWD reinforces the normal/abnormal categories which exist in 
society, the disabled naturally being considered abnormal. At the same time, by insisting on 
the separation of the disabled from schools, the exclusion of the disabled in society is 
rendered complete. The subjectivization of the disabled under welfare results in the 
marginalization of the disabled body.  
1970s: A New Language of Rehabilitation  
Beginning from the 1970s, there was another intervention in how disability was 
conceptualized in Singapore. Corresponding with the beginnings of the disability rights 
movement, which in its initial stages called for improvements to be made to the lives of 
disabled people, rehabilitation was introduced within official state discourses on disability.72 
The intentions of the government were signaled by the formation of the Rehabilitation Unit 
under the Ministry of Social Affairs (MSA) in 1968. As a result, there was an attempt made to 
better the lives of the disabled through rehabilitation.  
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This language of rehabilitation was espoused through a series of surveys, reports 
and workshops. Under the auspices of the Rehabilitation Unit, several experts from the 
International Labor Office (ILO) and the United Nations (UN) were sought and reports were 
commissioned in the 1970s to comment on and suggest improvements for the vocational 
rehabilitation process of the disabled in Singapore. 73  At the same time, the National Trades 
Union Congress (NTUC) also expressed its interest in the rehabilitation of the disabled. In 
1977, the NTUC invited the German Stiftung Rehabilitation Heidelberg to draw up an expert 
report on the feasibility of vocational rehabilitation for the disabled.74 A year later, it 
organized a workshop to address its concerns over the rapid industrialization of Singapore 
which had translated into a rise in the number of industrial accidents. The rehabilitation and 
retraining of these now disabled accidents victims was now needed so that they could return 
to their jobs. 75 
The new mood of rehabilitation culminated in the Fifth Pan-Pacific Conference of 
the International Society for the Rehabilitation of the Disabled, being held in Singapore in 
1975. The conference sought to discuss ways of improving the quality of life of disabled 
persons through rehabilitation. 76  In the opening speech, President Benjamin Sheares 
remarked on the importance of rehabilitation to the disabled, stating that the un-
rehabilitated disabled person was a tragedy.77 He added that the rehabilitation of the 
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disabled towards useful economic and social independence should be the concern of 
everyone.78 
Rehabilitation thus presented a departure from the discourses of welfare and aid in 
the understanding of disability in the 1970s. However, rehabilitation as espoused by the 
examples above, still retained marginalizing tendencies. As evident in President Sheares’ 
remarks, to be disabled and un-rehabilitated was still a tragedy; the intervention of 
rehabilitation thus served to help the disabled attain the status of normality. In this case, the 
initial status of disability can be said to be abnormal. Furthermore, the need to rehabilitate 
the disabled was not equated with recognition of their equal rights and status in society; it 
was necessary from a planning and economical point of view.79 The primary concern was to 
prevent the economy from being burdened by the need to take care of the disabled.  
The intervention of rehabilitation in the 1970s, like the initial discourses of welfare 
and aid from 1945 onwards, thus situates the disabled within a marginalizing discourse. As 
Oliver explains,  
rehabilitation is founded upon an ideal of normality, whose aim is to restore the 
disabled person to normality, whatever that may mean. Where that is not 
possible the basic aim is not abandonment but to restore the disabled person to 
a state that is as near normality as possible80 
In fact, the evocation of disability as a personal tragedy is at the heart of the discourse of 
rehabilitation. In defining the disabled against a set of norms and finding them wanting, the 
discourse of rehabilitation marginalized the disabled. It perceived the state of disability as 
abnormal and that the disabled person needed help. 
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1980s: The Equalization of Opportunities  
The 1980s witnessed a drastic remaking of disability. The state remained powerful in 
evolving discourses of disability. Over the course of the 1980s, it created and fine tuned the 
category of the ‘disabled’ in Singapore, through several state projects. These included the 
Workshop on a National Definition of Disability in 1983 and the Advisory Council for the 
Disabled in 1988. At the same time, the participation of the disabled moved the discussion 
of disability towards a different platform which focused on equal rights and the equalization 
of opportunities.  
Before the 1980s, the disabled were seen under the gaze of discourses that refused 
their equal status in society. Disability only came to the fore from the margins in the 1980s. 
Several key events marked the beginnings of a changed climate of disability, one which 
focused on a language of ‘equal opportunities’ and rights. The first was the beginnings of the 
disability rights movement and the adoption of the ‘social model theory’ in the early 1980s. 
At the same time, the declaration of the International Year of Disabled Persons (IYDP) in 
1981 by the UN marked the beginnings of a concerted effort to remake disability 
internationally. This saw an effort towards an action plan at the national, regional and 
international levels with an emphasis on the equalization of opportunities, rehabilitation and 
the prevention of disabilities.81 The IYDP eventually led to the formulation of the World 
Programme of Action concerning disabled persons, which was adopted by the UN General 
Assembly by Resolution 37/52. The implementation of the Programme, involved long term 
strategies integrated into national policies for the equalization of opportunities. At the 
international level, there were also opportunities for governments to cooperate with each 
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other.82 This eventually led to the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. To 
date, there are over 144 signatories to the Convention, 88 signatories to the optional 
Protocol, 80 ratifications to the Convention, and 51 ratifications to the Protocol.83  
As a site where the First Founding Congress of the Disabled People International (DPI) 
was held, Singapore was a part of the numerous programmes that celebrated the IYDP. The 
implementation of the IYDP and the climate of change within disability at the international 
level spawned a whole multitude of events and offshoots, which later in the decade, led to 
several government councils that focused on addressing disability in Singapore.  These 
marked the extent of the Government’s intervention in reshaping disability. 
The State and the Remaking of Disability   
For the disabled, equal opportunities should exist for them… the government, 
the community and the disabled themselves should work towards the 
achievement for these goals …84 
The intentions of the government to equalize opportunities for the disabled were 
signaled by Ahmad Mattar’s speech at the official opening of the IYDP in 1981. This discourse 
of equality reflects the direction which the government wished to take with regards to the 
disabled. Matter’s intentions reflected in the speech were replicated by various events held 
in 1981. These events included the official launch of the IYDP at the Lee Kong Chian Hall. The 
launch featured a concert, “Forget-us-not”, which showcased the capabilities of the disabled. 
The public response was one of surprise, as members of the audience indicated that they did 
not expect the disabled to be capable of such musical ability.85 The response of the public 
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was an indication of the old stereotypes of the disabled individual, which did not 
acknowledge their abilities, and saw the disabled as objects of welfare and aid. Matter’s 
speech and the subsequent DPI First World Congress held in Singapore in November 1981 
directly challenged these marginalizing views.  
The DPI First World Congress saw the coming of over 400 delegates from 51 countries 
to demonstrate their solidarity in the quest of an international body of the disabled, run by 
the disabled that sought to advocate for disabled rights worldwide. 86 The World Congress, 
according to the Straits Times, marked the ‘start of a wheelchair militancy where the 
disabled of the world will unite to fight for their rights.’87 The DPI was born out of the June 
1980 World Congress of Rehabilitation International in Winnipeg Canada, where a resolution 
for equal participation from the handicapped and able-bodied was rejected. This led to a 
meeting of some two hundred and fifty delegates to discuss the idea of a new organization 
which the disabled could take possession of; the result being the DPI congress held the 
following year in Singapore. The formation of the DPI marked the first time that disabled 
people gathered at an international level to discuss their rights as citizens.88   
The First World Congress of the DPI eventually led to the announcement and issuing 
of a constitution, manifest, fundamental concepts and declaration of basic rights of the 
disabled.89 These reaffirmed the aims of the IYDP and advocated for the removal of external 
barriers to allow for the equalization of opportunities for the disabled. It led to a five year 
action plan on the world level, which called for the establishment of regional assemblies and 
national assemblies, which were local chapters of the DPI in various countries. The potential 
of this movement of the disabled was huge as it sought to unite five hundred million 
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disabled people and their families to achieve justice and peace. This demonstrated the 
‘awesome potential power of their movement’ as one of the steering committee member 
remarked.90  
The charter of the DPI adopted had many implications on the disability sector, and the 
way in which certain ideologies about disability were articulated. The charter declared that 
all people are equal and also stressed the basic rights of the disabled to education, 
rehabilitation, employment, economic security, independent living, participation in social, 
cultural and political activities, and the equal democratic opportunity to influence the 
development of society.91 By adopting such a view, the DPI challenged traditional views of 
disability directly. Furthermore it locates disability within the social and not impairment. 
That is to say, the causality of disability was society, regardless of the impairment of the 
person. The distinction made in the causality of disability, by the members of the DPI 
congress, follows that which the social model theorist had made.  
The DPI congress and the IYDP led to an explosion of coverage and interest on 
disabled issues in Singapore, partly because the congress was held in Singapore, and also 
because its founder chairman, Ron Chandran Dudley was Singaporean.  In the months that 
followed, the public and media paid much attention to disability issues.  As disability gained 
greater attention, in August 1983, the MSA and the Singapore Council of Social Services 
(SCSS) organized a two day workshop in which the government, disabled and those working 
in the disabled sector, came together to discuss the formulation of a national definition of 
disability and the setting up of a Central Registry of Disabled Persons. 
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A National Workshop on Defining Disability and the CRDP, 1983 
Held over two days from 30 June to 1 July 1983, the Workshop on a National 
Definition of Disability in Singapore was jointly organized by the MSA and the SCSS, and 
represented the state’s intervention as it sought to provide and facilitate better services for 
the disabled in Singapore. The workshop involved participants from various VWO; including 
among others, the Association for Educationally Sub-normal Children, Singapore Association 
for the Blind (SAB), Singapore Association for the Deaf, Handicaps’ Welfare Association 
(HWA) and also from the Government; the Ministry of Education (MOE), Ministry of Health, 
Ministry of Labour and the NTUC. 92  The participation of these institutions, and the 
representation of most major institutions involved with disability signaled the intentions of 
the government to come to a consensus of sorts with society on this issue of defining a 
workable definition of disability.  
The workshop had begun with Ron Chandran Dudley, who was blind, presenting a 
definition for consideration during his keynote speech. As he  qualified, his proposed 
definition was based on several concepts and definitions that had already been put forth, 
including those by the World Health Organization (WHO) and the ILO, which formed its 
base.93 The ILO definitions of 1955 and 1983 both used the term disabled person and 
defined them as those who were disadvantaged in finding suitable employment by 
impairment, certified by a competent authority. Dudley made clear that by changing the 
term disabled person in the ILO definitions to people with disabilities in his proposed one, he 
was emphasizing the person rather than the disabilities.94At the same time, he displaced the 
words, suitable and competent authority from the ILO definitions as these imply that the 
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disabled is judged by a qualified person who imposes and decides for the disabled.95 By 
doing so, Dudley’s intent was to return agency to the disabled. Furthermore, it was clear in 
his definition, that the disabled could also become disabled, not just on the basis of their 
personal impairments but also through existing social, political or environmental factors. The 
proposed definition of Dudley is as follows:  
People with disabilities are those individuals whose prospects for securing, 
retaining places, and advancing in schools, vocational training centers, institutes 
of higher learning, employment and sports as equal members of the community 
are substantially reduced as a result of physical, mental or psychological 
impairment or due to social, political or environmental factors. 96 
 
The workshop participants were subsequently broken up into four different groups to 
discuss the definition which Dudley had suggested. Although Dudley’s proposed definition 
was generally acceptable, disagreement arose in the course of discussion. One group 
wanted to accept the proposed definition by Dudley, whereas another felt that the WHO 
definition was more suitable. There were some who wanted ‘a competent authority’ to 
determine disability included in the definition, which was rejected because the view leaned 
towards subjectivity and would not be easy to implement.97 When finally adopted, it decided 
to reduce the categories of impairment to just two, i.e. physical and mental impairments. 
Psychological impairments, meaning those who had emotional and behavioural 
malfunctions, were removed from the definition, as the workshop felt that this would 
include prisoners and drug addicts and the workshop was not willing to consider these in the 
context of disability.98 At the same time, the causes of disability, the social, environmental 
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and political factors were also removed as the workshop group felt that these were already 
understood.99 The final definition adopted was:  
People with disability are those whose prospects of securing, retaining places, 
and advancing in educational and training institutes, employment and 
recreation as equal members of the community are substantially reduced as a 
result of physical or mental impairment. At the same time, the WHO concepts 
of impairment, disability and handicap were adopted.100  
 
The adoption of a final definition of disability in the 1983 workshop defined disability 
clearly in the Singapore context. This was significant as before 1983, there had been no 
official national definition of disability in Singapore. Instead, various organizations dealing 
with disability dealt with and defined disability differently. For instance, the Canossian 
School for the Deaf saw people with disability, as ‘an individual whose prospects of full 
participation in society is somewhat limited as a result of their disability’, whereas The 
Society for Aid to the Paralysed chose to see disability as ‘a physical defect or condition 
which restricts or interferes with a person’s functioning and places restriction on their 
everyday lives’, listing only two examples from Singapore with differing explanations of 
disability.101 A national definition of disability is crucial because it enabled the state to plan 
for services and policies for people with disabilities. At the same time, the status of a 
disabled person was also cemented.   
The 1983 definition was an influential one. The Advisory Council of the Disabled in 
1988 (which I shall discuss later) and the 2007 Enabling Masterplan adopted the 1983 
definition with minor amendments. In 1988, it was deemed necessary to include intellectual 
and sensory impairments. The definition of disability was made wider, so as to encompass 
people with these disabilities. In 2007, this was further expanded and developmental 
impairments were included. The 2007 definition also encompassed two core components, 
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being the medical and the socio-functional approach to understanding disability. While 
previous definitions acknowledged the existence of the medical model of disability by 
adopting WHO definitions of various concepts, the 2007 definition delineated clearly what it 
meant. Specifically, physical disabilities included impairments such as amputations and the 
effects of polio; sensory disabilities were defined as hearing impairment with the loss of 
hearing for sounds below 12 decibels and visual impairment with eye-test scores of less than 
3/60 (blindness) or less than 6/18 (low vision); intellectual disabilities were defined as those 
with an IQ of 70 and below; and other developmental disorders included examples such as 
autism spectrum disorder and attention deficit hyperactive disorder.102 At the same time, it 
also acknowledged that disability could be caused by physical, institutional and attitudinal 
barriers in society, hence the socio-functional approach.  
Comparing the 1983 definition to the later ones in 1988 and 2007, it is clear that in 
1983, disability should only be restricted to those who suffered from physical and mental 
impairment.103 Those with sensory and development impairments were not classified under 
this definition. While the 1983 workshop acknowledged the existence of social barriers 
towards disability, the refusal to include it in the definition, signaled the unwillingness of the 
government to officially acknowledge that disability could be caused by social, 
environmental and political factors. The refusal to officially acknowledge the social causes of 
disability is manifested in my later discussion on the government’s reaction to the activism 
of the disabled community.  
Besides an official national definition of disability adopted at the 1983 workshop, 
there was also a decision made to revive the Central Registry of Disabled Persons (CRDP) as 
a systematic way of collecting data about people with disabilities. The CRDP was 
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discontinued in 1987, owing to the difficulties in ensuring that it worked. Furthermore, it 
became a registry of users of disability services, rather than a full registry of people with 
disabilities. First set up in September 1969, it was reviewed at the 1983 workshop, with the 
introduction of the Computerised Referral and Client Data Capture form; and also enlarged 
to capture those who had psychiatric disabilities.104 It was seen as important to the 
development of rehabilitation services for the disabled as it would enable the formulating of 
policies and services to meet the needs of the disabled.  
The CRDP reinforced the state’s notion of disability and furthered the discursive 
construct of disability in society. Registration in the CRDP involved the filling of a form, which 
consisted of several parts: personal data, case information (consisting of the aid already 
given by any agency), disability data, vocational assessment, employment data, household/ 
family data and financial data. 105 From the start, the CRDP was an exercise in subjectivizing 
the disabled. The assessment of disability and filling up of the form was made not by the 
disabled individual himself, but rather the agency of services which first came into contact 
with the individual.106 As the power of assessment lay with the agency or the VWO, the 
disabled were placed into an unequal power relationship from the start, where the agency 
decided the extent of disability through an extensive interview and checklist.107 
The survey of disability data also reflected the understanding of the state towards 
the causes of disability. In section iii on disability data, the causes of disability were seen as 
either congenital or acquired. However, in section v on employment data, reasons for un-
employability included social stigma and architectural barrier. In doing so, the CRDP 
acknowledged that disability could be defined medically and also caused by social and 
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attitudinal barriers. This understanding of disability parallels and straddles the two models 
of disability which I had discussed earlier: both the individual/medical and its challenger, the 
social models were included and encompassed within the CRDP understanding of disability.  
On another level, the state’s need to know all was reflected in the extensive nature 
of the CRDP form, which covered personal data to household and financial data. The 
interventionist nature of the state’s gaze was centered on the family too, as it sought to 
ascertain facts like total family income and whether the family was receiving financial 
assistance.108 This intervention also extended into the personal, as the state focused on the 
personal body. The applicant to the CRDP was required to state whether he was mobile and 
also to describe his daily life. For instance, on whether the applicant required aid, appliances 
or assistance in feeding, bathing, dressing and toileting.109 This need for knowledge to effect 
policies and services reflected the power and surveillance that the state wished to wield 
over the disabled individual. Unlike the Disability Living Allowance application form used in 
the UK, the CRDP does not lend itself to self-certification; rather the policing and power over 
the disabled body, was centered with the agency interviewing the disabled.  
As a whole, the 1983 workshop, with the adoption of an official definition, and the 
re-introduction of the CRDP represented the state’s intentions in coping with the changes in 
the disability field from the 1980s. By incorporating and acknowledging social barriers to 
disability, but falling short of officially stating it, the state showed that it was aware of the 
debates and problems raised by the disability movement worldwide and the start of the 
IYDP. At the same time, the official definition endorsed by the workshop, delineated what it 
meant to be disabled; this excluded individuals who had no impairments but faced similar 
barriers, for instance, gamblers, drug addicts and prisoners. The introduction of the CRDP 
also marked a concerted effort to subject the disabled individual under the gaze of the 
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agency and the state. Knowledge garnered about each disabled individual was used to 
determine the type of services for them, placing the disabled under a patron/client 
relationship, in effect a relationship of power.  
On a whole, the results of the workshop reflected the new mood of the 1980s. No 
longer contented to be passive subjects without agency, the disabled participated in the 
state’s construction of disability and made their voices heard. The activism and agency of the 
disabled meant that this move towards a new discourse of disability was one in which the 
disabled shared in. That is to say, the disabled were involved in their own subjectivization 
through their interactions with the state.  
The Impact of the IYDP and the Disability Movement  
The 1983 workshop saw the state’s partial acknowledgement of the ideas of the 
IYDP and also led to an increased attention on meeting the needs of the disabled.  The 
Ministries were the first to implement policies to help the disabled. To increase the 
employment rate of people with disabilities, the MSA started a programme to promote the 
hiring of the disabled, where the Singapore Chinese Chamber of Commerce and Industry 
would pay the full salary of the disabled for the first one and a half months and transport 
costs for the first two weeks.110 Similarly, a hostel project was initiated by the Ministry of 
National Development (MND) and the Ministry of Community Development (MCD). The 
hostel project aimed to teach the disabled to adapt to an urban setting. Its eventual aim was 
to ensure that the disabled individual would be able to live independently without any 
assistance.111 These policies by the various ministries indicated the intentions of the state to 
meet the aims of the IYDP and ensure that the disabled would be able to obtain equal 
opportunities and independent living in society.  
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Another area concerned the services that were available to the disabled. In 1986, 
the SCSS commissioned a study to identify the gaps in services by agencies catering to the 
disabled. It acknowledged the influences of the IYDP and DPI and aimed to establish a 
coordinated and comprehensive plan for the rehabilitation of the disabled.112 The study 
highlighted that the problem of inadequate services was compounded by the lack of 
agencies dealing with the multi-handicapped, a lack of trained manpower in agencies serving 
the disabled: for instance, therapists, and the inadequacy of educational programmes for 
the intellectually disabled.113 To meet these problems, a multi-level approach, where VWOs, 
the SCSS and the Government would come together was envisioned.114 At the same time, by 
adopting a ‘life cycle’ approach to the provision of services, there was a schematic and 
systematic way to ensure that the disabled not fall out of any gap in services.115 
The Advisory Council of the Disabled, 1988 
The greater awareness afforded to disability culminated in a massive project by the 
government in 1988. Commissioned by then 1st Deputy Prime Minister and Minister for 
Defence, Goh Chok Tong, the Advisory Council for the Disabled was part of a government 
initiative to understand the needs of society. Comprising various Councils, including those of 
Youth, Sports and Recreation, Aged, Culture and the Arts, Family and Community Life, and 
the Disabled, these marked the intentions of the Government to remake society. The 
Councils were a forerunner to the ‘consultative and compassionate’ government of Goh 
Chok Tong’s premiership in the 1990s.  
  The Advisory Council of the Disabled sought to look into the problems of the 
disabled and to work out a set of programmes. Its ultimate aim was the integration of the 
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disabled in society.116 The council took into consideration over one hundred and seventy 
submissions from organizations and individuals, held twenty six dialogue sessions with 
interests groups and individuals, made twenty five visits to VWOs and their facilities and 
organized a public forum in October 1988. It aimed to gauge the aspirations of the disabled 
and the reactions of the non-disabled to the problems and needs of the disabled in society. 
The Council was modern in its aspirations for it came on the basis that the disabled should 
and must have the same right as other people to take their proper place in society. Thus 
they should be enabled to live as independently as possible and this must be the concern of 
all, the family, the community and the government.117   
This Council was important as it laid the grounds for the current discussion and 
understanding of disability in Singapore today. In its wide-ranging report, the Advisory 
Council touched on several keys areas which it deemed to be pertinent to disability: 
awareness, prevention, education and rehabilitation, employment, accessibility and 
transportation, social services and institutional care, and volunteer participation. Of its 
recommendations, several were to have long lasting effects, even till today. 
One of the key recommendations of the Council was on accessibility and 
transportation. On accessibility, the Council recommended that a legislated accessibility 
code should be formulated and enacted to ensure the creation of a barrier free environment, 
rather than being dependent on the goodwill of planners, designers and developers.118 This 
would lead to the first building code which was legislated and passed in 1990.119 The aim of 
the Council was to ensure that all communal areas and facilities intended for public use 
would be made accessible to the disabled. With regards to transportation, it noted that the 
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transportation needs of people with disabilities were not a matter of welfare but rather, a 
basic right.120 As such, a special transport scheme should be funded with initial contributions 
from the transport companies. To be handled under the purview of the Ministry of 
Communications and Information (MCI), it marked a departure from the previous lassiez-
faire attitude where the disabled’s access to public transportation was left to the respective 
companies.  
Education of the disabled also received attention. Specifically, the council reaffirmed 
that the education of disabled children was a basic right. Education of the disabled child, 
also gained a boost with the increased support given by the MOE, through the provision of a 
higher grant, as well as the setting of minimum qualifications for teachers and adequate 
teacher-pupil ratios for special schools dealing with disabilities. The lasting legacy of the 
council was seen in its envisioning of a special education-continuum. Education for children 
with disabilities would range from total segregation, partial integration to total integration, 
dependent on the child’s abilities. If the child was capable, he would not be denied a place in 
the regular education system.121 While the drawbacks meant that there was a distinction 
made within the regular education system, it also catered successfully to children of all 
abilities and did not deny them the chance of integration, regardless of where they received 
their education from. This model of education continues even till today. 
Besides these, the state’s intervention into equalizing opportunities also extended 
into other areas. On vocational rehabilitation and employment, the government noted the 
importance of rehabilitating the disabled to be financially independent. While influenced by 
the IYDP, this concern of the government was also partly borne out of its need to ensure 
that the disabled not become economic and social liabilities of society.122 In this respect, the 
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state felt that there was a need for a placement service to be established (the predecessor 
to today’s Bizlink), to provide job placement for the disabled.123 At the same time, the 
Vocational Rehabilitation Committee was established to guide, coordinate and advise on the 
rehabilitation process.124 The government also decided at the same time, to raise the income 
tax relief for caretakers of the disabled and set aside areas for institutional and community-
based facilities for the disabled.125 This was coupled with an attempt to correct negative 
attitudes towards the disabled, through public education and awareness programmes.126 
These measures showed how the state intervened extensively into the field of 
disability. Its efforts to remake disability, extended into every part of life, even attempting to 
influence mentalities. These efforts were made in its attempt to construct the disabled, as 
an enabled subject and were borne out of discourses that circulated after the start of the 
disability movement, and the IYDP in 1981. Instead of seeing the disabled as incapable of 
work and should only be the recipients of care, aid, sympathy and welfare, there was a 
concerted effort to transform the disabled to be citizens of the nation, enabled, independent 
and with their rights to take their place in society. By doing so, the state acknowledged the 
existence of social barriers that impeded the disabled from full integration; a tacit approval 
of the arguments of the social model.  
The acknowledgement of the social model and the impediments on disabilities that 
the social model identified does not mean that the state embraced the social model 
wholesale. That is to say, the state distinguished between disability and impairment and 
focused solely on the former in its policies on disability. Rather, apart from the eradication 
of social barriers and obstacles, the state also implemented measures to prevent disability 
from occurring medically. Through interventions aimed at reducing the occurrence of 
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impairment, the state in truth, acknowledged the dual nature of disability, that it could be 
seen and defined in terms of the social model, and at the same time disability was also 
medically defined by impairment. There was no total rejection of the medical model or the 
social model in the government’s understanding of disability. Instead an eclectic approach 
prevailed. 
From the eradication of social barriers, the state’s efforts to prevent disability 
represented an effort to intervene into the body. It noted that there were three levels of 
preventing disability. At the third level, the aim was to prevent an impairment and disability 
from being a handicap, and this included the provision of technological aids to prevent the 
occurrence of handicap, and rehabilitation programmes to integrate the disabled.127 At the 
second level, the state acknowledged that impairment was mostly irreversible, and aimed to 
provide early diagnosis, developmental assessment and intervention programmes to help 
the disabled child and family cope with disability from an early age.128 At the various levels 
to prevent disability, including the first which I shall elaborate later, the state took on and 
adopted a medical understanding of disability. As such, policies like neonatal screening and 
medically oriented development assessment clinics were offered.129 This slant towards the 
medical model of disability was made clearer with the recommendation to establish a school 
psychological service by the MOE, to identify developmental and learning disabilities in 
school children.130 Assessment of these problems was done by professionals: educational or 
clinical psychologists, social workers and speech therapists. The overall result of such 
measures was the creation of an entire architecture of governmental agencies and experts 
that brought the disabled individual into being.  
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The state’s effort to prevent disability reached new heights in the measures taken at 
the first level. Instead of eradicating social barriers, through policies in the various field of 
education or public awareness, or through medically-based interventions to reduce the 
impact of impairment such that it does not become a disability or handicap, the plans laid in 
the first level prevention of disability were aimed at preventing impairments from occurring 
on an individual and medical basis.131 The most invasive method involved genetic counseling, 
where parents were advised on the possibilities of having a disabled child, with the baby yet 
to be born. The termination of pregnancies to reduce congenital diseases was a possible 
solution to the problem of disability.132 This measure reflected the adoption of a superior 
knowledge of science, specifically genetics to determine and justify the state’s intervention 
into the human body to prevent disability. The subjectivization of the disabled was thus 
taken to yet another higher level. Previously, while their disabled bodies were seen under 
the discourses of psychology, medicine and under ‘empowerment’ of the social model, , now, 
this intervention occurred at the moment of the unborn body. The addition of the discourse 
of genetics completed the gaze of the state on the individual body; both living and unborn.  
The State’s Understanding of Disability  
The interventions of the state in the 1980s alluded to the understanding and 
acceptance of changes that had taken place worldwide. The disability movement, IYDP and 
DPI introduced a new concept into the field of disability; that of the empowered disabled. 
The empowered disabled, through the eradication of social barriers and obstacles, could 
then be enabled to take his rightful place in society as an equal citizen. The state understood 
that the momentum garnered by this idea was difficult to stop, and had gradually included 
and accepted it. Thus, in the 1983 definition of disability, it had acknowledged these barriers 
unofficially and by 1988, in the Advisory Council for the Disabled, the removal of these 
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barriers were a key focus of policies in fields such as education.  At the same time, the state 
did not accept wholesale the arguments of the social model and turned its back on the 
medical understanding of disability. The 1988 Advisory Council and the interventions it took, 
especially in preventing impairment, took on a language of medicine and science. The 
Singapore state, often described as pragmatic and practical in its policies, thus adopted an 
eclectic stance with regards to disability, as it incorporated various ‘modern’ discourses to 
understand and shape disability. The discursive creation of the disabled body extended into 
the unborn body too. The model of disability adopted by the Singapore state could then be 
said to be an eclectic model. It adopted both the individual/medical and social model and 
subjected the disabled under continued surveillance based on the able/disabled and 
normal/abnormal binaries. The participation of the disabled within the state’s project of 
creating a category of disability also meant that they partook in the creation of this eclectic 
model of disability. The category of disability was to become part of their everyday lives and 
impacted their identity. More importantly, it signaled the intentions of the disabled to take 
on an active role in society. No longer were they contented to be passive agents, as the 




Chapter 3: The Coming of Age of 
Disability Activism  
Through two major events, the 1983 workshop and the 1988 Advisory Council, the 
state’s understanding of disability and its extensive interventions in delineating the 
boundaries of what constituted disability is made clear. The ways in which the state defined 
the disabled, are processes of power, otherwise known as subjection, and demonstrate the 
types of official knowledges used in its project of normalization. However, as Foucault makes 
clear, his critical reading of history, also involved an ‘attention to subjugated or marginal 
knowledges’, which have been disqualified by official ones.133 Also, power in the process of 
subjection, could be seen as creating the disabled subject, but also reproduced by it.134 In 
the case of Singapore, the massive state-led projects in disability while constructing the 
disabled subject, also saw the participation of the disabled community as they sought to 
make their views heard. While Chapter Two focused on state-initiated projects which the 
disabled partook in, Chapter Three will discuss the emergence of a disabled community that 
actively advocated for its rights.  
The social activism of the disabled was spearheaded both by disabled individuals, 
and by Voluntary Welfare Organizations (VWOs). Most of these VWOs were formed in the 
initial post war period, when the colonial government began to place a greater emphasis on 
welfare, and their initial purposes were to provide services to their respective disabled 
groups. As a result of this service provision orientation, most of these groups only focused 
on one disability. The major VWOs involved in the 1980s were the Singapore Association For 
the Deaf (SaDeaf), Singapore Association For the Blind (SAB), Singapore Association For the 
Paralysed, Handicaps’ Welfare Association (HWA) and Disabled People’s Association (DPA). 
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The Blind community and Deaf Community were represented by the SAB and the SaDeaf 
respectively. The Singapore Association For the Deaf was formed in 1955 by the Singapore 
Red Cross Society and the Social Welfare Department; and subsequently it established the 
Singapore School for the Deaf in 1963.135 In 1975, in keeping with the intervention of 
rehabilitation, a vocational school was established to train workers.136 On the other hand, 
the Singapore Association for the Blind was founded in 1951. Its services included educating 
the blind in their Open Education Programme, which allowed for the education of the blind 
in schools up to the tertiary level, vocational rehabilitation, counseling and job placement 
services.137 In 1987, it was renamed Singapore Association for the Visually Handicapped.  
Two VWOs provided services for the physically disabled in Singapore. The Society for 
Aid to the Paralysed was founded in 1964 by members of the Singapore Rotary Club. They 
were inspired by a speech given by Paulette Leaning in 1956, who was physically disabled. Its 
main aim was to help the physically paralysed in Singapore. It had a sheltered workshop and 
provided rehabilitation services. The Society also had a scholarship fund, an assistive 
technology center and a home therapy service today.138 It was renamed the Society for the 
Physically Disabled in 1998.  
The other VWO that served the physically disabled was HWA, founded in 1969 by 
twenty three disabled friends. Its original name was Handicaps Friendship Club and reflected 
its main intentions: to facilitate social gatherings. Today, it has evolved to also provide 
services for people with disabilities in the community, ranging from welfare assistance, 
educational classes, driving lessons for the disabled, transportation services, recreational 
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activities and befriender services.139 In 1976, the present name was adopted. Of the major 
VWOs dealing with non-mental disabilities, only HWA was founded by people with 
disabilities, making it the first to be run by the disabled.140 The last VWO that played a major 
role in the 1980s was the Disabled People’s Association (Singapore), established in 1986 as 
the local branch of the international movement, Disabled Peoples’ International (DPI). DPA 
aims to be the voice of people with disabilities, helping them achieve full participation and 
equal status in the society through independent living.141 
There were many other VWOs, but the above mentioned were the ones that played 
major roles in the social activism of the disabled in the 1980s. Of these, HWA and DPA were 
the most vocal, as these were run by the disabled themselves, and as such they took on an 
active position towards social issues concerning the disabled. However, the DPA was formed 
only in 1986 due to various regulatory issues. As such in the initial stages, the members of 
DPA made their views heard through their respective VWOs.142 As a result, most of the 
issues that concerned the disabled were taken up through the various VWOs.  
The Activism of the Disabled 
The initiatives and responses of the disabled to discourses of stereotyping by the 
state and society constituted an early example of social activism in Singapore. The social 
activism of the disabled in the 1980s drew on two main lines of arguments. The first 
followed the social model theory of disability. The disabled community, influenced by the 
astounding developments made in the disability movement and the founding of the DPI, 
became more aware, and began to challenge the paternalistic attitudes present within the 
marginalizing discourses espoused by the individual/medical model, welfare and sympathy. 
This challenge was based on the lines of the social model, and its main aim was the 
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integration of disabled people with society as equal citizens. By eradicating social barriers to 
disability, the disabled felt that they would be able to live normal lives.  
The second revolved around the principle that the disabled should not be denied 
their basic rights. The disabled felt that only by regaining the rights denied to them by the 
marginalizing discourses, would they then be considered fully-integrated citizens of society. 
The rights of the disabled centered on the fundamental principle of equality, espoused in the 
manifesto of DPI, and guaranteed by the UN declaration of the rights of the disabled 
proclaimed in 1975.143 Both the manifesto and declaration, further elaborated on the various 
rights but the basis remained with the equalization of opportunities and the removal of 
barriers to integration, in education, economic security, independent living and participation. 
In this way, the disabled must be seen to be as human as any of the able-bodied, and should 
be given the chance to participate in society, like any other person. 
These two strands of argument were visible in letters written to the Straits Times 
forum in the 1980s. One of which was by Erich Krell, permanently paralysed from below the 
neck and wheelchair-bound, and who had visited Singapore for 3 weeks in 1986. While 
impressed with the tourist attractions, he was unhappy with the insensitivity of architecture:  
[Singapore is] one of the most hostile anti-wheelchair, anti less-abled 
cities that I had the misfortune to encounter… most of today’s buildings 
offer a kind of uniform, corporate arrogance which expresses itself in the 
interminable monotony of unsurmountable steps… the isolation of the 
less-abled is practically complete and enforced by the absence of any 
suitable provisions in public transport services… there must be just about 
one bus for each Singaporean… that is each able-bodied Singaporean….144 
Krell’s account reflected the way the disability community articulated its needs in the 1980s. 
By situating the problem not with individual impairment, but rather with architecture and 
the lack of services, the causality of disability is seen with society. At the same time, services 
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that were provided for the able were not made available to the disabled, which denied the 
disabled equal opportunities. The eradication of these barriers for Krell, would remove 
disability.  
Furthermore, by describing the disabled as less-abled, an attempt was made to 
overturn the conventional binaries in which the disabled have been understood. The 
able/disabled binary placed the disabled in a position of abnormality at the opposite 
spectrum, as they were always compared to the able-bodied, who were seen as normal. By 
using the term less-abled, there was an attempt made to move the disabled from the 
opposite end of the able/disabled binary, and situate disability closer to the ‘normal’.  
This discursive position was one taken up too, by Ron Chandran Dudley, who could be 
described as the penultimate spokesman for disabled rights in Singapore in the 1980s. In an 
open letter to the Straits Times dated, 28 October 1986, Dudley wrote:  
It is not the [disabled] who feel less fortunate, but the thinking by others that 
make them so. People have disabilities, this is their condition, however, it is our 
environment and our attitudes towards such people with disabilities – social, 
mental or physical that make these disabilities a severe handicap…. There 
always seem to be reasons for why we cannot and not reasons for why we 
can…145 
Dudley clearly identified the causality of the marginalization of the disabled, with the 
attitudes of society and the environment. At the same time, he groused that the focus was 
on what the disabled could not do, and not on what they could do. Shifting the attention 
from disability, to ability of the disabled was his main aim. Thus, by focusing on the different 
abilities of people, the able/disabled binary was rejected and transformed.  
These two strands of arguments set the tone for the social activism of the disabled 
in the 1980s. The key areas which concerned the disabled community were employment, 
education, transportation, accessibility and public attitudes. These issues were intertwined 
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with the general issue of disabled rights and the overthrowing of the individual/medical 
model of disability. However, as a result of the political climate in Singapore which placed 
great emphasis on orderly conduct and conformism, their social activism was not openly 
combative. For instance, there was no violence or protests. Rather, through a mix of public 
events and by expressing their views through newspapers and the journals of their 
respective VWOs, the disabled engaged in their form of social activism.  
The Disabled Worker 
After gaining independence in 1965, Singapore embarked on an ambitious plan of 
industrialization, focusing on creating low wage, low-skilled jobs to meet the needs of 
attracting investment, and equipping its burgeoning population with jobs. By the 1970s, the 
Singapore economy had grown to an extent whereby this was no longer viable. Faced with 
labour shortages and experiencing only horizontal expansion in the late 1970s, the 
government embarked on a plan to switch these low value-added, labour intensive 
industries to skilled and higher wage ones in 1978. Economists and scholars have dubbed 
this Singapore’s ‘Second Industrial Revolution’.146 
With the Government’s increasing emphasis on equipping workers with the right 
skills in the late 1970s, it was not surprising that the disabled community led a call to 
demand for more employment opportunities. K.S. Rajah, in a report by the Society for Aid to 
the Paralysed, highlighted that helping the disabled obtain jobs, would be the most effective 
way to help them. On the same note, the giving of handouts was discouraged.147 In May 
1980, the Straits Times also made a call for the government to take the lead to offer the 
disabled more job opportunities, for instance by offering tax incentives to employers.148  
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The government response was unreceptive. As early as 1981, when commenting on 
the employment of people with disabilities, the Government noted that legislation should be 
the last resort. It argued that forcing companies to hire people with disabilities would entail 
a loss of self respect and dignity by the disabled.149 In the 1989 Advisory Council, it made 
clear its stance. The government decided that in the area of employment, while the 
government recognized the problems and potential hardships that the disabled persons 
faced in obtaining employment, nevertheless, it chose not to legislate but instead, wished to 
educate employers about the employment of people with disabilities.150  
The disabled community appeared to accept this stance. While the right of 
employment featured heavily in the UN declaration and the DPI constitution, the disabled 
community did not champion the issue throughout the 1980s. Instead, the opening of 
sheltered workshops and the rehabilitation of disabled became key issues for employment. 
One reason was that the disabled community believed the number of firms discriminating 
against them was small.151 At the same time, the issue of employment was closely tied to 
and emerged through the more fundamental issues of education, transportation, access and 
public attitudes. The employment of the disabled could be achieved when these issues were 
solved. With higher education, employers would be more open to hiring them. With better 
accessibility, the disabled could get to their workplaces, and the correction of negative 
stereotypes would open up more doors for the disabled. Moreover, it should be noted that 
the disabled wanted to be appreciated for their abilities. Legislating job opportunities for 
disabled people would be a step back, for doing so would be guaranteeing them jobs, on the 
basis of their disability and not ability.  
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Education and the Disabled  
The education system in Singapore underwent a major revamp in the early 1980s. 
Prompted by the need to upgrade skills and maximize human resources based on problems 
in the economy evident by the 1970s, Goh Keng Swee, as Minister of Education, was tasked 
to compile a report on the changes needed in the education system to meet this challenge in 
1978. The Goh report, as it came to be known, recommended that each and every child 
should be given the chance to be educated to the best of his ability, so as to maximize the 
potential and minimize wastage of our limited human resources.152 The New Education 
System, as it came to be known, was to have lasting effects till today.  
The argument of maximizing potential and minimizing wastage in the Goh report, 
and the changes made to improve the education system, sparked a response within the 
disabled community. An editorial in the journal of the Singapore Council of Social Services 
(SCSS) estimated that over thirteen thousand disabled were not given proper education, and 
stressed the waste of human resources which was untapped, whereas the non-disabled child 
had been guaranteed the chance to be educated to his ability.153 It went on to state that not 
only was the right to education denied, but also emphasized that the value of the disabled 
were limited only by those in positions of power who denied them these opportunities.154  
As a result of this, the Ministry of Education (MOE) responded, by allocating another 
twenty five teachers to cater to the six hundred disabled students on its waiting list. 
However, the MOE stated that it would not take over the running of special schools, which 
was the responsibility of society. Rather it hoped to encourage society to do more with 
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additional resources. 155  MOE’s decision of not incorporating special schools within 
mainstream education; i.e. to take over the responsibility of running the schools, led to 
public uneasiness.  One Kiran Shah had written to the Straits Times and argued that since the 
parents of disabled children were tax payers too, their children should be assured of a place 
in the mainstream system at the age of seven, as a basic right.156 
The various VWOs for the disabled also came into the picture here. The SAB had 
started a successful open education programme in 1967, which integrated the blind in 
secondary and tertiary schools. It began to call for opportunities for the visually handicapped 
to be included within mainstream Primary Education in 1982, instead of being isolated and 
taught separately at the School For the Blind.157 The SaDeaf also felt that it was stonewalled 
by the MOE. It felt that it was unable to educate them as well as the Government and 
wished the government to take over this responsibility.158  
While the MOE was willing to increase resources to educate the disabled, it made 
clear that the education of the disabled came under the purview of the Ministry of Social 
Affairs (MSA) and not under the MOE.159 At the same time, the education of the disabled 
must be left to the volunteers and VWOs, who would be able to better meet the needs of 
the disabled, owing to the diverse needs of the various disabilities. 160 This implied that the 
education of the disabled was not a concern of the education system, but a social problem 
by default and thus, under the purview of the MSA. This reflected the disjuncture between 
the disabled community and the government. The disabled felt that the government was 
evasive and irresponsible, while the government, in its bid not to give out excessive welfare, 
wanted the community and the disabled to help themselves.  
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This call for the MOE to recognize and take over the education of the disabled was 
slightly pacified in 1987, when the government decided to offer subsidies to schools for 
disabled children. Under the scheme, the Ministry of Community Development (MCD) would 
provide a grant of $1500 per student yearly. This offer was made through the SCSS and to six 
VWOs, the SAB, SaDeaf, Association for Educationally Sub-normal Children, and Movement 
for the Intellectually Disabled of Singapore, Spastic Children’s Association of Singapore and 
Canossian School for the Deaf.161 
This concession by the government met with a consistent response from all the 
VWOs concerned. They welcomed the gesture, but were concerned that it was the MCD 
(which had emerged from the reorganization of the MSA) and not the MOE which was 
dispensing the fund. Fearing that this would jeopardize the move towards integrating the 
disabled child into the regular education system, they called for the MOE to retain the 
responsibility and not pass on the burden.162 The fear was that schooling and educating the 
disabled child would be seen as a welfare service and not part of the education system. The 
VWOs were also unhappy that the $1,500 grant was lower than the amount allocated for 
each normal child in the monolingual stream, which was $2,100. Essentially, the concerns of 
the VWOs were with regards to the setup and source of the funding. It did not want the 
education of the disabled to be seen as a welfare service, and wanted the state to fulfill its 
obligations to its citizens (including the disabled) in the realm of education.  
While the VWOs and the disabled had been the most active champions for their 
rights in education, several Members of Parliament also paid attention to this. This included 
Lau Teik Soon and S.Vasoo from the PAP, as well as Joshua Benjamin Jeyaretnam before he 
lost his Anson seat in 1986. The charge was that the education of the disabled was neglected 
by the MOE. This issue of educating the disabled, how funding should be given was clarified 
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in 1988 with the setting up of a Advisory Council for the Disabled which strategically set the 
direction in which the government was heading in terms of its policies towards the disabled.  
The Council’s intervention into the disability landscape was a closure and vindication 
of the social activism of the disabled in education in the 1980s. It increased the annual grant 
in education for the disabled child from $1,500 to $3,000. The Council also recommended 
that the integration of the disabled in education should be ensured. The only exception was 
in cases where segregated education would serve the child better, specifically intellectual 
disabilities.163  
Clearly, throughout the 1980s, the position that the disabled community took 
towards education was a reflection of the two strands of arguments that I had highlighted. 
Firstly, the education of the disabled was a basic right, which must not be denied to the 
disabled. Thus, the disabled community felt it necessary to lead the call on changes to be 
made in the education system. Secondly, the problem of their ‘marginalization’ in society 
was caused not by their personal impairments but rather, by the disabling effects of society. 
This was a vindication of Oliver’s social model theory. Thus, the arguments of the disabled 
focused on how the government was unconcerned about their needs and reluctant to 
provide services to ensure their equal rights and opportunities in society. The refusal and 
discontentment with the MOE’s stance to place education under the jurisdiction of the MSA 
and later the MCD, was also a bone of contention, as the disabled did not want to be seen as 
passive objects of welfare.  
Bus, Taxi or Car?  
The disabled community was also fiercely vocal on the issue of transportation. 
Transportation and the means to getting around were linked to other issues that they faced, 
including employment. To the disabled community, getting around was important as 
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regaining their mobility would mean gaining access to the privileges which the able-bodied 
had enjoyed, like work and entertainment, instead of being isolated and segregated in 
society.   
The celebrations of the International Year of Disabled Persons (IYDP) and the holding 
of the first DPI world congress had numerous effects on transportation. In 1981, the 
government decided to implement several monetary measures: these included a personal 
tax relief of $1000, and special concessions to help the disabled. One of these concessions 
was the decision by the Ministry of Communications and Information (MCI) to grant 
Additional Registration Fee (ARF) waivers to the physically handicapped who needed to own 
a car.  As such, the MCI had asked the MSA to write to the various VWOs to inform their 
members of the scheme. The decision to grant this concession by the MCI led to controversy. 
From the start, the MCI and the MSA were unable to decide among themselves, who would 
be the final approving authority to decide whether a physically handicapped person was 
sufficiently deemed disabled and had the need to own a car.164  
At the same time, there were mixed responses from the community. HWA saw the 
concessions as a relief and termed it a ‘promising development’. At the same time, it 
highlighted how these should only be meant for the disabled who were underprivileged, and 
the disabled should not abuse these privileges. 165 A disabled individual highlighted that this 
concession to help the disabled own cars, in the face of the barriers in the bus and taxi 
systems, would enable them to be economically independent, to be useful citizens and be 
socially integrated into society.166  However, there were also the disabled who questioned 
why the waiver could not be extended to those who could not drive and had to be 
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chauffeured.167 This disabled person further pointed out that while a disabled could afford 
the waiver if he could hire a driver, this was instead a need for him and he should thus enjoy 
the privilege.168  
The ARF issue did not receive sustained attention from the disabled community, as it 
affected only the minority. For instance, only twenty applied in 1980 and out of these, 
nineteen applicants were rejected because they did not meet the income requirement.169 
The impact of this concession was thus a minority issue as most disabled could not afford to 
buy a car based on their low wages in the first place. Instead, other issues dominated during 
the 1980s. 
One of the earlier forms of activism by the disabled community, in particular the 
physically disabled, was an appeal for the use of the ‘tricloped’ in Singapore. The tricloped 
was a 50cc motorcycle adapted to carry the wheelchair bound. However, the Registry of 
Vehicles (ROV) had stated that it was unsafe to use as it left the rider exposed and offered 
no protection in the event of a collision.170 The decision by the ROV led to an appeal to the 
Straits Times, by fifteen signatories, requesting the ROV to reconsider the case. Their 
arguments were based on the issue of rights and social barriers. They argued that the 
disabled were disadvantaged, because of the lack of transport options and the inability of 
society to provide adequate services. At the same time, the basic right of the disabled to go 
out to meet people and to be employed should not be denied.171 
The call for equal access to transportation, to eliminate barriers to transportation, 
can thus be seen as a basic right and not an issue concerning welfare provision.  For the 
disabled, making public transport accessible should originate from equality and not from 
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sympathy or pity. This call extended to taxi services too. In a newspaper report, the blind 
stated that they appreciated the practice of drivers giving the disabled free rides. However, 
they do not advocate it especially in an era where the disabled wanted equal rights and 
treatment. The real problem for them was not the cost of transportation but rather, 
ignorance and discrimination. For instance, some taxi drivers did not wish to ferry the 
disabled. 172 
The accusation that taxi drivers discriminated against the disabled eventually led to 
a partnership by the ROV and HWA to conduct a course to show taxi drivers how to help the 
disabled into taxis. Leaflets were also distributed and the ROV started a competition as part 
of the national courtesy campaign to encourage drivers to help the disabled.173 By engaging 
in public campaigns, the disabled community aimed to eliminate societal stereotypes and 
discrimination.  
The government also began to face tensions with regards to the transportation 
system and began to revamp the way transportation was provided for the nation in the 
1980s. One of these moves resulted in the building of the Mass Rapid Transit (MRT) system 
in 1987, which provoked controversy. As early as 1983, a decision was made to exclude the 
disabled from the use of the MRT.  At the same time, the government began to rein in the 
growth of the vehicular population and measures taken included increasing taxi fares, road 
tax and registration fees for motor vehicles.174 These increases in transportation fees caused 
concern within the disabled community. Many were willing to put forth differences and fight 
for what they saw as ‘their rights’.  
In the mid-1980s, hampered by the lack of accessibility to the MRT and other forms 
of transport, certain sections of the disabled community felt that transportation via taxi was 
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a legitimate form of transport for them. Thus, when a proposed taxi fare rise was made in 
1985, it led to protests by the disabled community. Alan Ho, a wheelchair user argued that 
taking the taxi was a necessity, and not a luxury, which was a departure from the picture 
that the government had painted.175 His arguments were not a request for welfare. Rather, 
the use of taxis was crucial to the ability of the disabled to lead normal lives.  
At the same time, while the needs of the government in planning for the long term 
was acknowledged, the disabled felt that their voice was neglected when they were 
suddenly impacted by the increase in taxi fares. Furthermore, no consultation was initiated 
with them.176 Several wrote to HWA to register their displeasure over the issue. Their 
arguments centered on the fact that they were not consulted over the increase, and there 
were no other alternatives made available to them. This was compounded by the 
inaccessibility of buses and the MRT. They felt that taxis for the disabled were a necessity 
whereas for the non-disabled who could switch among vehicles, it was less so.177  
The impending taxi-fare hike eventually drew a group of fifty disabled people, mostly 
the wheelchair bound, to seek a meeting with the Minister for Information and 
Communications over their plight. Johnny Ang, wheelchair-bound, puts their stance across 
aptly:  
We are not even talking about rights, we are talking about survival now… the 
MRT is closed to us. We can’t take our wheelchairs up buses. We will soon be 
prisoners in our homes when our only means of transport is priced beyond our 
reach…178  
 
Put in such terms, the taxi fare rise incident illuminated the state of society in the mid 1980s. 
While there was talk of changing things around to suit the disabled, to help the disabled, to 
equalize opportunities, accessibility was still a bitter bone of contention. Even more 
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significant, were the arguments used by the disabled when discussing the proposed rise. It 
was not about welfare, nor was it about their ability to afford it. Instead, the basic rights to 
transport had been superseded by the rights to survival. 
The social activism of this group of the disabled was not left unnoticed by the 
government. Then Acting Prime Minister and Deputy Prime Minister and Minister for 
Defence, Goh Chok Tong, subsequently arranged a meeting with this group of disabled 
persons and conveyed to them the government’s intention for greater consultation, and that 
the government also intended to pay more attention to the disadvantaged in Singapore, 
including the disabled. Goh also promised to convene a committee to consider the 
suggestions of the group, as well as to look into the obstacles holding up the registration of 
the society, Disabled Peoples’ Association (DPA), which was an association that represented 
the rights of the disabled, based on the lines of the DPI.179 
It is obvious that when public transport was discussed in the context of the 1980s, 
the disabled community, especially the wheelchair-bound, were the most vocal as they were 
most affected by the lack of transport options. While the blind had access to free rides on 
buses, the physically disabled had problems in getting on buses. Inaccessible buses and the 
uncaring and paternalistic attitudes of the transport companies and the government meant 
that ‘public transportation’ was denied to them. Due to this fact, the physically disabled 
were very adamant on the protection of their rights to private transportation. 
Drawing similarities to the taxi fare hike in the mid 1980s, the government’s decision 
in 1989 to raise road taxes in a bid to restrain car ownership and reduce congestion sparked 
a spirited response from the physically disabled. Many wrote to the press to protest their 
displeasure. Teo Teck Soon spoke of how he was unable to take other forms of 
transportation, and that he wished to own a car so that he was able to make a living for 
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himself.180 Yeo Beng Huat, felt that as a renovation contractor, he was required to travel 
frequently and without the means to own a car, it was impossible for him to earn a living.181 
Besides the two, Eugene Wee, volunteer member at HWA, also highlighted the plight of the 
disabled with the increase of road taxes. He argued that the handicapped were trying to get 
into the mainstream of life, and were deprived of one of ‘life’s greatest freedoms’; the 
freedom of mobility. Eugene Wee termed the plight of the disabled, as one where citizens 
needed more help. The plea for a special concession was to enable them to own cars to 
solve their transportation problems, to enable them to enjoy living.182 
The letters to the press to consider special concessions in terms of road taxes for the 
disabled drivers drew a response from the ROV, stating that they had enjoyed ARF waivers 
since 1980. This drew yet another response from the disabled community. Stephen Yeo and 
Teo Teck Soon, in 2 separate letters, wrote about how the ROV had missed the points raised 
earlier. In particular, they felt that in the ROV’s attempts to control the vehicle population, 
the disabled were harder hit than the rest of the population. The use of the vehicles by the 
disabled served to enable them, to lead independent and productive lives.183 Subsequently, a 
group of disabled drivers also wrote a joint letter to appeal to the government to be more 
mindful of their needs and to waive the road tax. Their aim was to enable the disabled to 
lead more socially active and economically independent lives.184 
Throughout the debate, the stance of people with disabilities was consistent. 
Transportation was for them, a basic right and never to be confused with the provision of 
welfare and aid. At the same time, the problems that the disabled faced were a result of 
society’s and the state’s inaptitude to provide services for them. As such, their social 
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activism did not highlight their impairments. Instead, through the elimination of these 
barriers, would their disabilities be negated and the disabled would be able to rejoin society 
as equal citizens.   
Connecting a Nation? The MRT System 
The social activism of the disabled was further amplified in the controversy which 
followed the decision to build the MRT system. While the disabled were excluded in 
transportation, both private and public, nowhere was this exclusion more pronounced than 
with the MRT system. As part of the effort to connect Singapore, a decision was made in 
1983 to build the system, and this soon became contested. From the start, people with 
disabilities took offence at the MRT’s decision to exclude the disabled and deny them the 
provision of these services.  
The episode began when the plans for the building of the MRT, which was 
envisioned to be people oriented, were drawn up. The MRT Corporation (MRTC) had 
decided in November 1983 that it would not be able to cater to the handicapped as it would 
be impractical for them to use the system. Also, concerns for costs and space, would not 
allow the building of lifts and ramps. The need to transport the masses efficiently meant that 
the MRTC could not take into consideration measures to care for the safety of the 
handicapped. 185 Thus, the problems of the disabled would need to be considered in a 
segregated transport system.  
Handicaps’ Monthly first highlighted the need to make the MRT accessible as early 
as 1982. It stated that the disabled were equal citizens in society and they should be allowed 
to access public transportation as a basic right.186 Both S.L. and Chee wrote passionately to 
plea for the inclusion of the disabled within the new proposed public transportation system. 
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They questioned whether the MRT would be inclusive and cater for them. They saw access 
to the MRT as a right, an equal right for people with disabilities, who were already 
disadvantaged by the public transport system, i.e. buses which were inaccessible and 
expensive taxis, and hoped that the government and planners would take into account their 
views. 187  Their call was for inclusion within the social fabric of the nation as equal citizens.  
As a result of the MRTC’s public declaration that the disabled were not to be included 
within the system in November 1984, Chee subsequently took it upon himself, to hand a 
letter to the Minister for Social Affairs to appeal for the special needs of the disabled to be 
taken into consideration when building the MRT.188 The appeal was in vain, as only a month 
later, the Minister, Ahmad Mattar gave reasons for the exclusion of the disabled in the 
construction of the MRT. He states: 
[We] had their interests at heart, and would not provide special facilities for 
them in the MRT, so as to discourage them from using it, as in the event of a 
calamity, the disabled would be trapped as they could not easily escape. Instead, 
other means of convenient transportation were being considered for their 
use…189 
This line of reasoning by the government drew a heated response. The goodwill of Mattar, 
was compared to the provision of public housing, and buses. Both of which if used by the 
disabled, would involved some difficulty in escaping in the event of a calamity.190   
Mattar’s speech showed that the government was unable to meet the needs of the 
disabled minority. Similarly, the MCI indicated that because it was public transportation, as 
such ‘the system [could] not fulfill the needs of the public and the requirements of certain 
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segments of the population [meaning the disabled] simultaneously.’191 In other words, the 
needs of the disabled population had to be subordinated to the larger public.  
The responses of the government to the active demands for inclusion and access in 
the MRT system, illustrated how the disabled were seen within the nation. The disabled 
were the disadvantaged, a segment of population, which was deemed to be outside the 
‘public’.  Thus, services which were mass and meant for the public would not cater to the 
disabled. The disabled were seen as a segment of population deemed not worthy to be 
considered within the masses. The needs of the disabled were also seen in a paternalistic 
light. The exclusion of the disabled was meant to take care of them, to prevent them from 
getting into danger. This relationship was further constituted from a position of power by 
the able-bodied. The subjectivization of the disabled is obvious here, and through their calls 
and activism, they challenged this established position, where the disabled were seen as 
docile and in need of protection. 
The subsequent opening of the MRT in 1987 cemented its non-accessible nature and 
led to an air of resignation for the disabled. To them, it was already fait accompli and their 
transport problems remained. However, it was clear that their problems were a result of 
obstacles set in place by men and society.192 Swallowing their disappointment, HWA 
encouraged the disabled to go on with life and find alternatives by whatever means possible 
even though buses and taxis were inaccessible and unaffordable. The disappointment over 
the exclusion of the disabled from the MRT was clear as Johnny Ang, editor of HWA’s 
Handicaps’ Monthly asked:  
The MRT moves ahead with the rest of the population, the disabled will soon be 
forgotten, what about the future, will our needs be considered and catered for? 
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As society moves towards greater achievements and civilization could we also 
have the assurance that this will be so?193 
 
This air of resignation was given an up-lift in 1988. Tommy Koh, then Singapore 
ambassador to the United States, in the face of bureaucratic harassment and public 
indifference of the fate of the disabled, made a passionate attempt to highlight the 
problems of the disabled. Noting that the MRT had not been designed to allow wheelchairs 
in the system in contrast to the system in Washington DC which had a lift in every station, he 
highlighted the plight of the disabled in negotiating the public transportation system in 
Singapore.194 
Tommy Koh’s remarks and the continued appeals by the disabled eventually drew a 
response from the MRTC. In its response in the Straits Times, it stated categorically that 
while it recognized the problems of the disabled, however because it catered to the mass 
movement of people, it could not change its policy to accommodate the needs of the 
disabled as doing so would lead to delays, and evacuation would become difficult with many 
wheelchair bound passengers. The policy on guide dogs, which had been disallowed on 
trains, was also consistent with other policies adopted by public transport bodies in 
Singapore.195 
This drew a sharp rebuke from M.K. Ang, who saw this as bureaucratic rigidity 
disadvantaging the disabled.196 The Straits Times also took it upon itself to investigate 
MRTC’s claims and looked up the MRT regulations of 1987, eventually discovering that the 
rules permitted guide dogs for the blind on trains197. Furthermore, the Islamic Religious 
Council of Singapore (MUIS) also clarified that while Muslims felt uncomfortable with dogs, 
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guide dogs were a different matter and they would tolerate them, because of their help to 
the disabled.198  
However, despite the sustained efforts of society to change the situation, where the 
disabled were kept out by the paternalistic attitude of the MRTC, the episode was only 
partly resolved when the Code on Barrier-Free accessibility in Buildings was released by the 
Ministry of National Development (MND) in 1990. Regulation 36 of the Code states that it is 
mandatory for all new buildings to be accessible to disabled persons.199 However it was only 
after 1999 that all MRT stations were subsequently retrofitted to ensure access to the 
disabled.200 
Accessibility in Singapore 
While Singapore today is a relatively accessible place, it was not so in the 1980s. 
Infrastructure like accessible overhead bridges and ramps to buildings were not quite in 
place yet. Instead, the urban landscape of Singapore could be described as nonchalant when 
compared to the needs of the disabled. Two letters written to the Straits Times highlighted 
how in both the city and residential areas, the needs of the disabled and elderly were not 
provided for. Pavements that were difficult to walk on and steps that prevented access to 
buildings were commonplace.201 The inaccessibility of Orchard Road was also demonstrated 
by a Straits Times reporter who had conducted a social experiment. His findings were that it 
was hard for the disabled to gain independent access in and around Orchard Road, 
especially for the wheelchair bound.202  
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The inaccessible landscape thus became a point of contention for the disabled 
community in Singapore. Like other issues already discussed, this call was based on the 
arguments of rights and the eradication of social barriers. As a writer to the Straits Times 
forum puts it, ‘the blind might not see, the deaf might not hear, but they need the same 
things as us and that we are all Singaporean.’203 Seen in such a light, the call for equal access 
was made on the basis that the disabled were a part of community and a part of the nation.  
HWA was at the center of things once again. In one of their arguments, it noted that 
while the Singapore Institute of Architects had already done up considerable research on the 
needs of the disabled in terms of architectural landscape, not much had been practically 
implemented.204 On this basis, the issue of access could only be solved by legislation, which 
would make the provision of access compulsory. In fact, this was the position which the 
disabled community took up and fought for throughout the 1980s with respects to the issue 
of access. 
While legislation remained the final goal, the battle for accessible features, also 
incorporated the raising of public awareness on the needs of the disabled. This gained added 
impetus with the coming of the IYDP. As part of the IYDP project, ‘mobility day’ was held in 
Ang Mo Kio Central on 27 September 1981. Politicians, architects and civil servants were 
blind-folded or sat in wheelchairs with the aim of getting them to understand the problems 
of accessibility.205 Increasing public awareness was thus part of the strategy towards the final 
goal of accessibility. 
To be fair, the response of the government and its ministries to the call of the 
disabled reflected attempts to meet the needs of the community. In terms of improving 
access, the MND built an overhead bridge costing $360,000 complete with ramps and 
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staircases in Woodlands, which enabled those in wheelchairs to get to the other side. 206 In 
my opinion, this had an added significance. The bridge was a metaphor and symbol for 
accessibility and it also bridged the gap between the inaccessible and the accessible for the 
disabled. At the same time, the MND also decided to incorporate at the design stage the 
needs of the disabled in the planning of the new Changi Airport Terminal.207 The Housing 
Development Board (HDB) also decided to implement barrier free guidelines in HDB building 
contracts from 1985.208  
While the government took measures to meet the needs of the disabled, society 
also tried to eradicate these barriers to disability. One example was when Thomson Plaza 
first opened in 1980. Thomson Plaza reflected a gradual change in the moods and attitudes 
of planners and was a harbinger of things to come. It had provisions for the disabled which 
included ramps, non-slip floors, wide doors and specialized toilets for the handicapped. Also, 
connecting the first and mezzanine floors was a pair of scissors like ramps which enabled the 
wheelchair bound to negotiate between floors easily.209  
While efforts were made to bridge the gap between the accessible and the 
inaccessible, disabled people’s efforts to get around, and to make sense of their 
surroundings were thwarted in other ways. The story of the guide dog, Stacy and her blind 
owner, Kua Cheng Hock is illustrative. Both the Health Ministry and the transport companies, 
including the MRT refused him permission to bring his guide dog into buses, or hospitals, 
citing various reasons for doing so.210 
This issue was given further airing in 1988 with a report by the Singapore Association 
of the Visually Handicapped considering the possibility of allowing members to own trained 
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guide dogs.211 This was followed up by an open letter from Marjorie Doggett, who was the 
Advisory Director of the World Society for the Protection of Animals. In the letter, she talked 
about the need and barriers to having guide dogs for the blind. Citing the example of Kua 
Cheng Hock, she noted the various problems that he had faced in Singapore. The Ministry of 
Health refused permission for his guide dog to be accompanied into hospitals and clinics, 
and the MCI, MSA, MUIS and the Singapore Bus Services refused him permission to board 
buses.212 This, when compared to the way guide dogs were treated in the United States, 
Australia and Britain where they were held in great respect, left much to be desired.  
The guide dog episode illustrated the barriers to accessibility faced by some sections 
of the disabled community. For Kua, the guide dog was analogous to a second pair of eyes, 
which enabled him to increase his mobility. However, the refusal to allow his dog access 
deprived him of the ability to ‘see’ and limited his mobility. Similarly, the episode showed 
how the issue of accessibility and the right to it were thwarted by social barriers.  
Another issue that amplified how accessibility was understood by the disabled was 
the case of Rosie Anthony. Rosie was blind and worked at the Geylang Telephone Exchange. 
Every morning, she had to walk one hundred meters from the bus-stop to her workplace. 
The problem she faced was that the footpaths were uneven and full of gaps. Despite 
numerous appeals, the problems were not fixed. This eventually led a mobility instructor at 
the SAB to remark: 
If necessary I will blindfold the Public Works Department (PWD) official and give 
him a walking stick so that he will know how difficult it is for the blind to use the 
route…213 
This initial remark reflected the disjuncture between the government and the disabled. It 
reflected how the disabled felt that their needs were neglected, because of the inability of 
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society to understand how it was to be blind. However, this action was not necessary as 
after the issue was publicized by the Straits Times, the PWD arranged to meet Rosie Anthony, 
find out about her problems and eventually solve them. Rosie when interviewed remarked: 
*I+ wasn’t interested in finding a way around the situation… I can’t run away 
from problems like that, I may be able to afford private transport but what 
about others who can’t? I must see that things get done. You don’t expect 
senior citizens to walk safely on such pathways. There will be accidents… 
Rosie also stated that she had attended a public seminar on a barrier free environment for 
the disabled in 1981, the year of the IYDP and remarked:  
We had discussed all these things already but what happened after that? It 
seems to have been a lot of hot air. Why waste time with seminars if nothing 
gets done after that? If there are solutions to problems, why don’t they do it?214 
Put in such a way, the social activism of the disabled was made clearer. The rights to 
accessibility were clearly influenced by the holding of the IYDP in 1981. At the same time, 
the disabled were fiercely vocal and this was a direct challenge on the discourses that had 
seen them subjectivized and marginalized before the 1980s. No longer were the disabled 
contented to remain as silent and passive subjects. Now, they were empowered individuals 
who were keen to meet their problems face on.  
As a closure to the issue, the introduction of the Advisory Council led to a different 
state of things. The issue of access was given partial resolution when the government finally 
introduced a code of accessibility in 1990 following the recommendations of the Advisory 
Council. As part of a long term redevelopment plan, the government sought to create a 
barrier free environment, through a mandatory accessibility code for all new buildings. This 
would be coordinated by an MND committee to provide a barrier-free environment.215 As 
such, new buildings would have to comply with this code to ensure access, while older 
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buildings would need to do so when they were renovated. In such a way, the needs of the 
disabled were finally met.  
From “For” the Disabled to “Of” the Disabled  
It was in the 1980s that the disabled formed a collective voice in their social activism. 
This collective voice was manifested within the various issues discussed above. It was closely 
intertwined with the issue of representation. Representing themselves in either VWOs or in 
society returned active agency to the disabled. It was a direct challenge towards 
marginalizing discourses that saw the disabled as passive subjects.  
The earliest moves for representation occurred in 1981 with the Singapore 
Association for the Blind. The SAB was initially a service provider for the blind, and the 
majority of its board members were the sighted. In the late 1970s, and the early 1980s, the 
influx of ideas from the IYDP, the DPI and the disability movement, led to challenges for the 
board to be reformed. Ron Chandran Dudley, who became its president in 1980, states: 
I began to realize man’s inhumanity to humanity especially with regards to 
disabled persons…no doubt people were charitable but I didn’t think we would 
evolve from that. Support for the disabled had helped but we needed some 
form of organization of our own…that’s where ‘of’ and ‘for’ came in. ‘For’ which 
are service providers providing important services for the disabled, and ‘Of’ 
comprising people with disabilities, consumer based, human rights based taking 
ownership of these organizations… what we needed was an organization of the 
disabled…216 
 
 In this respect, the ownership of their organization was a means for their rights to be 
represented. No longer would the disabled wish to be seen as passive subjects and 
recipients of aid and welfare. In 1981, with the aid of representatives of the White Cane Club, 
which consisted solely of blind individuals, Dudley managed to negotiate for the sighted to 
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step down so that the blind could now hold majority representation on the board.217 This 
subsequently led to changes in its constitution to enshrine the majority that the blind now 
held in the board in 1981.218 In 1987, a name change was effected in the SAB: it was now 
called the Singapore Association of the Visually Handicapped.  
Besides the SAB, the need for their rights to be represented, eventually took the 
shape of calls and demands for a government body to be set up to look into their concerns. 
As early as October 1982, the disabled felt that a government task force, which would 
subsequently lead on to a White Paper, would represent a commitment by the government 
to tackling the disability problem in a comprehensive manner.219 In doing so, the disabled 
reiterated the call that to address the problem of disability, the disabled did not require 
welfare or handouts, but rather their equal rights and opportunities to lead a more 
independent life in Singapore. 
Similarly, DPI Founder Chairman Ron Chandran Dudley had called for a structure: an 
advisory body to Parliament to advise and to have a consultative status towards policies 
concerning the disabled. Dudley had termed it, the Advisory Council for the Disabled (which 
was the name it took when it was finally brought together in 1988) and felt that the 
existence of this body would ensure that the ideals of IYDP and the DPI would not remain 
just a dream.220 
This eventually led to a re-shaping of the role that the disabled played within society. 
Dudley in May 1984, made a call for the disabled to play a bigger role in society, despite 
their disability. For him, this would lead on to greater participation in society by the disabled, 
preventing their segregation and exclusion from the main community. This would also 
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enable the voice of the disabled to be heard by the highest authority of government. 221 
Eventually, some members of the disabled community were sought out to be included and 
participated in the decision making process of the MSA.222 It subsequently led to fourteen 
disabled persons joining the committees of the MSA in various areas.223 
The need for a society that represented their rights eventually led to the formation of 
a body which consisted only of the disabled and was not a service provider in 1986. 224 This 
new group, the Disabled Peoples’ Association (DPA), focused on campaigning for changes 
like legislation on employment and greater access to buildings.225 The setting up of the DPA 
was a culmination of the aspirations of the disabled to have their say in an organization 
which they owned. This was unlike the other VWOs, which as their names suggested, were 
organizations for the disabled. The setting up of the DPA was not without setbacks, for as 
the local branch of the DPI, it was in the makings since 1981. However, plans were thwarted 
for over five years. Dudley felt that the founding members’ strict adherence to the ideals of 
the DPI, and the inclusion of terms like ‘social justice’ and ‘equalization of opportunities’ 
were the reasons behind the delay.226 Only a chance meeting with Goh Chok Tong had 
facilitated the formation of this movement of the disabled. The formation of the DPA was 
the icing on the cake in the disabled’s call to have their voices heard, as they now had an 
organization to call their own, one which encompassed all kinds of disabilities, one which 
was truly able to represent the ‘disabled’.  
While the state sought extensively to remake and understand disability in its own 
ways, the 1980s also witnessed the social activism of the disabled. Their social activism 
witnessed their active participation in vocalizing their opinions on issues of education, 
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transportation and accessibility. The social activism of the disabled was based closely on the 
social model theory of disability. It focused on the regaining of their full rights in society and 
the eradication of barriers in society. Throughout the 1980s, the disabled, as a social group 
in society were keen to make their voices heard. As such, they also participated in their own 
subjectivization through their involvement in state sponsored projects like the 1983 
Workshop and the Advisory Council.  
The social activism of the disabled highlighted the differences in the way disability was 
understood between the state and the disabled. On one hand, the disabled saw and 
constructed themselves as enabled and empowered subjects. On the other, the government, 
while acknowledging the changes brought forth by the IYDP and the DPI, still held on to 
discourses which marginalized the disabled. There were constant negotiations between the 
two groups as they sought to reconcile their differences. In this relationship, while the 
disabled were ready and eager to voice their opinions, power resided in the hands of the 
government. It was the state who decided when and whether these opinions were to be met. 
Although both sides of discourses converged at times, the state’s concerns were still focused 
on policy administration and the provision of services. The disabled were instead concerned 
about their identity as rights bearing individuals. The end result was that the state’s category 




Chapter 4: A Positive Identity of 
Disability 
Chapters Four and Five focused on how the disabled negotiated with the categories 
of disability as inflected by the binaries of able/disabled and normal/abnormal. This 
negotiation was on an everyday and intimate level. The engagement of the disabled with 
these binaries ranged from the collective group to the individual, and also extending to my 
own interactions with them. This engagement influenced the identity formation of people 
with disabilities. In voicing their opinions, the disabled community evolved a set of discursive 
practices which was replicated in their everyday lives.  
In the 1980s, the ways in which the state constructed and understood disability met 
with a strong resistance from the disabled community, as they sought to make their views 
heard. The various Voluntary Welfare Organizations (VWOs) and disabled individuals saw 
themselves as empowered and enabled subjects and formed a counterpoint to the 
government’s idea of the disabled as subjects in need of care, welfare, aid and protection. 
Although measures were taken throughout the decade to meet the calls from the disabled 
community, there was a disjuncture between understanding and policy implementation on 
concrete issues that impacted the everyday lives of the disabled community.  
As a result of this disjuncture, VWOs and the disabled were actively involved in 
voicing their opinions. One of these VWOs was Handicaps’ Welfare Association (HWA). HWA, 
as previously mentioned, was slightly different from the other VWOs, which had started out 
as organizations that provided services for disabled individuals. Like Disabled People’s 
Association (DPA), HWA was an organization formed by and consisted entirely of the 
disabled, the only difference being that its membership was more restricted to people who 
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had physical disabilities: for instance, those with polio or the wheelchair bound. However, 
HWA was founded in 1969 almost 20 years earlier than the DPA. 
HWA started out initially as a friendship club and aimed to promote self-help and 
provide mutual support for the disabled in Singapore. HWA also started a monthly magazine 
in August 1975 with the purpose of reaching out to the disabled and acting as a conduit of 
views and information between the disabled and the public.227 The advent of the 1980s and 
the socio-political changes and ideas made within the realm of disability meant that HWA 
was well poised as an organization to lead the charge and challenge existing mindsets on 
disability. 
HWA’s journal, Handicap’s Monthly was actively involved in the social activism of 
the disabled in the 1980s, frequently espousing the views of the disabled in the various 
issues that concerned them. While it sought to mould public opinions based on the 
arguments of equal rights and eradicating social barriers, HWA also saw a need to ‘normalize’ 
the disabled body within the community. As such, while their articles were meant for 
external consumption, the journal also catered for the disabled. Its articles sought to create 
a ‘positive image of disability’ and locate the place of the disabled in society. This positive 
image was one which rejected ideas of negativity and the marginalization of the disabled 
framed by the discourses of welfare and sympathy.  
Celebrating Normality 
My once most ordinary deeds – walking nonchalantly in the street, locating the 
peas on my plate, lighting a cigarette – are no longer ordinary… these now 
excite the same wonder inspired by a magician who pulls rabbits out of hats… 228 
The issue of normality was one that was central towards the construction of the place 
of the disabled in society. This quote by a disabled individual tells of how the everyday, had 
became ‘extraordinary’ and ‘difficult’ to attain. In seeking to put across an image of the 
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disabled as independent, Handicaps’ Monthly sought to create the successful disabled 
person. This was a person who had overcome the odds to live an independent life. For the 
able-bodied, being able to carry out these acts were not special. However, for the disabled, 
the ability to carry out these simple acts of everyday living became celebrated. The 
ordinariness of the disabled thus marked the successful disabled person.  
Omar Banadhaj was featured in the July 1979 issue of Handicaps’ Monthly and was 
described in the following ways:  
[he] is married for more than 2 years and is a registered stamp dealer, is well 
balanced with work and leisure and [goes] to the East Coast Lagoon as a form of 
exercise… is independent and energetic as could be seen when he *moves+ 
himself up and down from his study-cum-office block to his house… *and is+ a 
self supporting young man in the prime of his life…229 
Reading this, one would perhaps see these examples as ordinary things that people do daily 
without a second thought. However, Omar was not any other person for he had fallen from 
a rambutan tree when he was 16 years old. The fall caused him to become a paraplegic.  
Unlike any other successful person, Banadhaj need not have invented a cure for cancer, nor 
be the first elected black president of the United States. Instead, his disability and his ability 
to live a normal life, had led to Banadhaj being featured in the pages of Handicaps’ Monthly. 
He was celebrated as an example of being able to lead a normal life like any other person, 
and held up as a shining example for the rest of the community. This was made clearer when 
the article went on to describe Banadhaj in the following ways: 
[despite being disabled], he went through his Cambridge Examination in the 
hospital bed and managed to scrape through with a General Certificate of 
Education. The fact that he would be confined to a wheelchair was not the end 
of the world for Omar; he took up a correspondence course in radio and TV 
script writing and completed the course in four years…230 
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This storyline and narrative of achieving normality despite physical impairment was 
also replicated in other articles featuring disabled persons in Handicaps’ Monthly. One 
example featured Richard and John Solomon, a pair of brothers who were spastics and 
intellectually disabled. As a result, they were unable to utilize their upper limbs fully. Despite 
this, they were both able to assume normal lives. Richard had ‘legs that were like hands, 
which he used to clap… he uses his dexterous left leg to eat, write and paint.’231 John was 
able to leave the house on his own, take walks around his estate and catch buses to 
Katong.232  
Another example was Wong Kin That. Wong was crippled and moved around on his 
hands and feet. This had not stopped him from living a normal life. He took public buses by 
clambering up the steps. He had also travelled to China alone in 1972 and went to the Great 
Wall, even managing to reach its highest point. Wong took care of himself and his three 
nephews and a niece. He was able to prepare breakfast, cook, wash the clothes and tutor 
them.  Wong also sewed gunny sacks and sold vegetables at the market in a joint business 
venture.233 
HWA also featured Kim Hock who was described as a “rugged soul who would not say 
die in the face of insurmountable disability, poverty and hardships.” Kim Hock could not 
stand on his feet, nor raise his arm, for he had an atrophic type of muscular dystrophy. He 
was poor and uneducated, yet he rented a two room flat and was economically independent. 
Kim Hock lived alone and had adapted by taking several precautions. For instance, he left his 
keys with his neighbours and had modifications made to the light switches and water taps. 
He moved around at home through a technique called squaddling, which involved 
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maneuvering one’s haunches as one brought bent knees forward one at a time with the 
hands.234 
Through these various examples, HWA celebrated the ability of the disabled to go 
about their daily lives. By focusing on normality in everyday living and highlighting it as 
something which marked a ‘successful’ person with disability, it contrasted the disabled 
person with living normally: this being the norms of society, which the average person was 
expected to do. HWA evoked the binary of able/disabled, and extorted the disabled to live 
up to the norms of everyday living, just like an able person. Thus, the ultimate aim for a 
person with disability was to achieve this position of normality. 
In this way, Handicaps’ Monthly reinforced the able/disabled binary, but also dispelled 
traditional notions of abnormality. It must be pointed out that marginalizing discourses of 
disability situated the disabled body, in an exclusive dichotomy. One was either disabled and 
by default abnormal, and thus required aid, welfare and sympathy or at the other end of the 
spectrum, able-bodied, normal and independent. By highlighting that the disabled could 
lead normal lives, just like the able-bodied, Handicaps’ Monthly in fact subverted this 
exclusive binary. By situating the disabled individual within a discourse of ability, HWA 
demolished the dichotomous binaries of able/disabled and normal/abnormal. Instead, the 
disabled body or anomalous subject was now situated within a fluid spectrum of disability.  
 “In your Condition you still think of Sex?”  
The power and intent to influence minds was also obvious in several sections in 
Handicaps Monthly which discussed sexuality. In Foucault’s work on sexuality, he tried to 
uncover the discursive formations in the practices of sexuality in society today.  As such, the 
sexual marginalization of people with disabilities could be seen as a discursive construction 
of society. This discourse saw the disabled individual as incapable of sex, marriage and was 
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physiologically incapable of pleasure or orgasm.235 As a result, the disabled was marginalized, 
stereotyped and seen as abnormal because of his inability to engage in sex.  
Handicaps’ Monthly’s aim to normalize disabled individuals could be seen in its 
discussion of sexuality. It tried to do this by promoting the idea that the disabled could 
engage in a normal sexual life. That is, the disabled could marry and have children too. For 
instance, in the November 1981 issue of Handicaps’ Monthly, it featured Michael Ng and 
Sally Neo who were disabled and had just married. Thus, the ability of the disabled to get 
married dispels notions of the asexual disabled.  
Similarly, from 1987, HWA began to include a ‘family album’ within its publication. 
HWA noted that it had become a ‘social development unit’ of sorts, and that more and more 
of their members had found happiness through marriage. Handicaps’ Monthly’s aim was to 
highlight that its disabled members could be like any other person in society, in terms of the 
ability to marry and procreate. A clear example of this is the January/February 1988 issue 
which featured Freddy Tang and Fanny Tan, both paraplegic and touted as HWA’s 1st 
paraplegic couple.236 Others who married and were also featured were Edwin Khoo and Lana 
Tang, featured in the July/August 1988 issue, which also told of how their romance began 
and how Edwin, who was disabled, managed to win over the hand of his bride.237 
The purpose of HWA’s family album was made clearer in an article by Johnny Ang in 
the July/August 1988 issue of HWA Handicaps’ Monthly. Ang noted that the family album 
had seen the success of numerous happily married couples, between the disabled as well as 
between the disabled and non-disabled. He also felt that their crop of offspring, healthy and 
intelligent, should dispel doubts among the nondisabled public. 238 This presented a direct 
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challenge to the state’s attempt to subject the unborn offspring of disabled individuals to 
the gaze of genetics as espoused in the Advisory Council of 1988.  
Seen as such, the founding principles of this discourse are clear.  By placing the 
disabled body as being capable of normality, like the able-bodied, this discourse of sex and 
family remained fixated with the binary relationship of able/disabled. However, once again, 
the exclusivity of ability/disability was thrown out of the window with the assertion that the 
disabled were equally capable of ability. Thus, instead of mutual exclusivity, a spectrum of 
disability was created, whereby the disabled individual could assume roles which used to be 
the exclusive domain of the able-bodied. More importantly, by describing the able-bodied, 
as non-disabled, Ang changed the relationship of the disabled vis-à-vis the able-bodied. 
There was now a reversal of roles where instead of the disabled being compared to the 
superior status of ability, the non-disabled was seen with reference towards the disabled, 
where the disabled, was in a position of power. This relationship was based on the 
assumption that the able-bodied were in fact only temporarily non-disabled, for at some 
point in time, one would acquire a disability, be it age, or trauma. Thus, the roles could be 
reversed.  
The view that marriage would normalize the disabled could also be seen in a call for 
the Government’s Social Development Unit (SDU) and the People’s Association’s Social 
Development Section (SDS) to cater to the needs of the disabled. Peter Tan who was visually 
handicapped had written to the SBC feedback section and this eventually led to a 
programme on the disabled and their views on marriage.239 The disabled felt that interacting 
with the able-bodied in the SDS and SDU would enable the able-bodied to understand the 
disabled better, and also provide the disabled with opportunities to find a partner.  
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Similarly the decision to hold a workshop in 1990 on ‘bladder disorders, fertility and 
sexual dysfunction in paraplegics’ sought to portray a positive and fertile sexual image. One 
of the questions asked were whether the paraplegic could father any children and whether 
he had the sexual capability to perform.240 The workshop was heralded as the arrival of a 
mature society but it was less than useful in terms of its content for the layman as it was 
meant for the professional, as many HWA members who participated groused. Yet it 
achieved many firsts; it was the first opportunity for locals to learn from the experts, and the 
first which HWA jointly sponsored. More importantly, the holding of the workshop heralded 
a different attitude. 241 The transformation of the disabled, from sexless, unfertile, unable to 
have children, and unable to engage in sexual intercourse, is thus complete.  
Building a Community, Building a Nation 
The transformation of the disabled into normal individuals and the reversal of the 
exclusive relationship between the able-bodied and the disabled had thus far been 
concerned with issues of everyday living. Besides this, Handicaps’ Monthly was also involved 
in shaping the roles that the disabled had played in the community at large. To this aim, the 
journal frequently discussed the roles of the disabled in Singapore. That is to say, while the 
disabled wished to be seen as normal individuals, that their rights be given to them and 
social barriers be eradicated, this was done concurrently with an effort to cement their place 
within the nation. In this discussion of the disabled person and the nation, Handicaps’ 
Monthly played a leading role.  
The first outward expression of nationalism was during Singapore’s fourteenth 
National Day Parade in 1979. Handicaps’ Monthly made a call for the disabled to ‘feel a 
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sense of pride and a sense of belonging to Singapore.’242 To achieve this sense of belonging, 
the disabled should participate with other like-minded citizens in the National Day Parade 
celebrations: for instance, by marching with the able-bodied contingents.243 There is a 
reason behind Handicaps’ Monthly outward expression of nationalism. By seeing the 
disabled as part of the nation and as citizens of the state, it normalizes the place of the 
disabled within society. As such, instead of being seen as abnormal and separate, by 
participating in the community, the disabled aimed to showcase their abilities. At the same 
time, by putting forth the argument that the disabled were part of the nation, the problems 
that the disabled faced could not and should not be ignored by the state. This is clear when 
in August 1982, Handicaps’ Monthly spoke of how the disabled were a part of the nation and 
that their fate lay intertwined with it. In the face of the poor economy and recession, HWA 
called for the disabled and non-disabled to join hands to work together. Foremost of all, is 
the need for the non-disabled and disabled alike to forego the notion that being disabled is 
equated to incapability.244 In this way, it is clear how the problems of the disabled are a 
problem which the state needs to solve for the disabled are a part of the nation too.  
This discourse of nationalism can be seen in the context of the worsening world 
economy and recession in the early 1980s. To meet this problem, the government decided 
to implement a Continued Educating and Training (CET) programme for six hundred 
thousand adult workers who were lowly educated. Together with the National Trades Union 
Congress (NTUC) sponsored BEST (Basic Education for Skills Training), these would provide 
the less educated workers with the necessary skills to upgrade their abilities and remain 
relevant in the economy. 245 
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While Handicaps’ Monthly applauded the commitment of the government in 
implementing the CET to help these non-disabled workers, it states clearly its intention to 
position the issues that the disabled faced within the nation: 
If the nation is to be of one heart and mind, then it cannot overlook the plight of 
the disabled, who too have potential and are barred from advancement 
because they lacked the formal education and incentives from society…246  
While Handicaps’ Monthly sought to actively place the issues that the disabled faced as a 
national problem, one which the nation and state should turn its eye towards, it also 
understood that the problem of the disabled was something that had to play second fiddle 
towards the more important problems of housing, education, health care and the aged. As 
such, the tackling of the issue could wait. However the government must also make a 
commitment to tackle the disability problem.  Quoting statistics from Tan Tock Seng Hospital, 
Handicaps’ Monthly cited the increasing number of disabled people each year and thus, a 
concerted effort must be taken, as the problem *of the disabled+, ‘deserved no less attention 
than any other national issues.’ On this basis, HWA called for an undertaking by the 
government to ensure equal rights and opportunities for the disabled persons to achieve a 
more independent life in our society.247 By placing the issues that the disabled faced as part 
of national development and alongside those of housing and education, Handicaps’ Monthly 
elevated the issue of disability from the level of personal [impairment] to the level of the 
nation.  
This national consciousness and desire to be considered part of the nation was 
reflected and expressed vis-à-vis campaigns conducted on the national level. For instance, 
Handicaps’ Monthly published an editorial which tried to incorporate the disabled within the 
National Courtesy month in 1983. On this basis, it made several calls for proper behavior by 
the disabled. For instance, while the paraplegic could not bend down to pick up a banana 
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skin and throw it away, he could refrain from littering; while the disabled might not appear 
to be gracious in terms of appearances, he could be gracious vocally; also, the disabled need 
not grumble and shun those who refused to help nor exploit his own disability and should 
strive to live with dignity independently. 248 
This attempt to integrate the disabled with the national life and consciousness, thus 
involved rehabilitating the disabled to correct and proper behavior. In subverting the 
National Courtesy Campaign to the purposes of the disabled community, the disabled were 
in fact exhorted to conform to the norms of society. Thus, while attempts were being made 
to challenge the regulatory norms which delineate disability, at the same time, the disabled 
were not totally immuned to the ‘status quo’.  
Besides the National Courtesy Campaign, Handicaps’ Monthly also began to publish 
Mandarin lessons in the journal from February 1984 onwards. Aimed at simplifying the 
language environment among Chinese Singaporeans and to reduce the use of dialects, the 
Speak Mandarin Campaign promoted the use of Mandarin among the Chinese.249 At the 
same time, the Campaign also aimed to complement the introduction of bilingualism in the 
New Education System, initiated by Goh Keng Swee. Handicaps’ Monthly’s efforts were thus 
in line with the national effort to promote the use of Mandarin. To this end, the journal 
reproduced Mandarin lessons from the Ministry of Culture.250 Its significance was two-fold. 
First, it kept the disabled in line with national efforts and norms, and second, it highlighted 
the wishes of the disabled to be seen as part of the nation.  
Thus, it was of no surprise when Handicaps’ Monthly called for the disabled to join 
the Residential Committees (RC), whose task was to create a cohesive society and to 
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influence government thinking, in their own respective constituencies. Handicaps’ Monthly 
argued that while disability could prevent the disabled from doing some things, there were 
still matters of social importance which the disabled could play a role in. As such, the 
disabled should join in the democratic process, speak their minds, provide feedback 
individually and participate within the national body.251 Joining the RC would involve the 
disabled within the nation.  
Nationalism and the National Day Parades  
It is in this respect that participation in the National Day Parades took on added 
significance. The symbolism involved in the celebration of the nation’s birthday, and the 
presence of the disabled, spoke volumes. The National Day Parades showcased the 
aspirations of the nation to be successful and the participation of the disabled, to be part of 
the nation. As such, the disabled partook in an effort to join in these events on a national 
scale, partly spurred on by the editorials of Handicaps’ Monthly and also by various 
individuals who wrote in to the journal.  
This symbolism of ‘aspiring to be’ came to fruition during the National Day Parade of 
1986. That year, twenty one individuals, including for the first time, Johnny Ang, a paraplegic, 
led over sixty thousand people to recite the national pledge, the ultimate reaffirmation of 
commitment to the nation. Handicaps’ Monthly celebrated him as the source of pride for 
the community and added assurance to HWA’s stance that the disabled were a part of the 
nation. Handicaps’ Monthly used the occasion to challenge the disabled community to play a 
greater role, for the symbolism of participation in the nation was achieved by this act of 
pledge taking. It called for the disabled to play a greater role in the job market and show 
how they were as equal and as competitive as their able-bodied compatriots. At the same 
                                                          
251
 “Editorial”, Handicaps’ Monthly, September 1983, p. 3.  
88 
 
time, the disabled were telling the nation that they could be counted on to play a part in the 
development of the nation.252  
Johnny Ang was coincidentally editor of Handicaps’ Monthly at that time. After the 
event, he wrote several articles describing his experience. Johnny was proud to be selected 
but more importantly, he states: 
[I was proud] that [I] was chosen as an individual person and a Singaporean first 
and foremost… *I was not chosen+ because of my disabilities…253 
Johnny’s words illustrated what HWA, Handicaps’ Monthly and the disabled community 
were trying to achieve throughout the 1980s. By identifying himself as Singaporean, his 
disability was relegated to the background. This identification thus symbolized that the 
issues and problems he faced as a disabled person were also the concerns of the nation. 
Thus, unlike in the past where being disabled meant segregation and exclusion, the status of 
being disabled had been transformed. Like any other Singaporean, to be disabled did not 
mean the suspension of the responsibilities of citizenry. Concurrent with their struggles to 
be heard, the disabled individual must still fulfill the rituals and obligations of nationhood.  
Thus, while the issues of accessibility, education, transportation and the 
representation of the rights of disabled were struggles in everyday life, at the same time, a 
conscientious effort was made to reformulate, rethink and remake disabled individuals at 
both the personal and the national level by Handicaps’ Monthly. A positive identity of 
disability was imagined, where the disabled individual was able to approximate the able-
bodied, or the norms of society. The disabled individual was celebrated for his ability to 
achieve the ordinary, therefore presenting a different understanding of normality. A 
concurrent effort was also made to locate the disabled individual within the nation. This 
took the forms of behavior that were ‘nationalistic’: for instance participating in National 
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Day Parades and the taking part of national campaigns. This positive discourse of disability 
which approximated the norms of the able-bodied, challenged traditional discourses of 
disability which saw it in terms of exclusive binaries. Instead of formulating a completely 
new discourse of disability, this positive disability reinforced the able/disabled binaries. 
However, instead of being seen as exclusive categories, the binary was reconstituted as a 
fluid spectrum, where the disabled body was able to approximate the normal body. This 
discourse of disability, embraced normality as the perception of the normal/abnormal binary 
still remained. However, it subverted the dichotomous nature of the binary and transformed 
it.  
The materialization of this discourse onto the disabled body is also closely related to 
the formation of disabled identities in the 1980s. As Butler notes, performativity is the 
construction of norms or subjects, through regulated practices. It is how discourse 
reproduces the effects that it names. As I have shown, HWA’s discourse of disability 
regulated the behaviours of the disabled in marriage, sexuality and everyday living through 
the promotion of a positive identity of disability. The regulation of these discourses was not 
through means of direct physical force. In fact, the materialization of discourse onto the 





Chapter 5: Performing Disabled 
Identities  
The state’s massive intervention within the domain of disability saw an equal 
response from the disabled community as they sought to assert their rights against 
dominating discourses of welfare, aid and sympathy, which had marginalized them as 
passive subjects. At the same time, the challenge to these dominating discourses had seen a 
reconstitution of norms in society, one authored by the disabled community and affording 
themselves a place in society. The materialization of this new positive discourse of disability 
was manifested within the identities of the disabled. Through ritualistic ‘performances’ of 
this discourse, the disabled asserted their identity. In fact, as this chapter shall show, my 
interactions with the disabled and their own negotiations with the everyday, will 
demonstrate the materialization of this discourse onto the disabled subject. In other words, 
Butler’s performativity, where discourse produces the phenomena it regulates and 
constrains, could be seen in the identity of people with disabilities.  
For this chapter, I conducted various interviews with people with disabilities in mid 
2010. I had interviewed three disabled persons: Ron Chandran Dudley, Chee Yuan Cheow 
and Gordon (pseudonym). All three were fiercely vocal and keen to express their rights and 
opinions. They were also gainfully employed and could be seen within the model of the 
‘positive image’ of the disabled. The interviews were conducted at a place of their 
convenience and I had interviewed them by jolting their memories of past events, after 
which the line of questioning would follow what they had told me.  
Chee Yuan Cheow: The World is Ours to Hold 
I met Chee Yuan Cheow at 3pm, 17 May 2010 at Toa Payoh Library. Not wanting to 
be late, I was there early and had waited at the entrance of the library. I had not met him 
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before and at that point of time, I wondered how he looked like and whether I would be 
able to recognize him. I scanned the area, working out the possible approaches that he could 
take. Immediately I noticed the ramps to the library and postulated that he would have to 
come from there.  
After around ten minutes of waiting, I saw someone whom I knew to be him. He was 
in a wheelchair. As I walked over, I noticed he looked small and sat shrunk into the 
wheelchair. He looked to be in his forties or even fifties, and if he was not in a wheelchair, I 
would not have given him a second glance. However, because he was the only one in a 
wheelchair, he stood out in the crowd, and I could recognize him immediately. We made the 
customary introductions and Chee suggested we head to Delifrance to talk.  
The café was located next to the library and had two entrances, the back door was 
accessible through the library whereas the main entrance had steps and was inaccessible. 
We had no choice but to enter through the back. I walked beside Chee and felt awkward as 
we tried to talk. Having read books on how best it would be to talk to the wheelchair-bound, 
I felt rude, for I was unable to talk to him at eye level while walking. I noticed that Chee also 
pushed his wheelchair alongside awkwardly. It appeared that he was too small for his 
wheelchair, and he seemed to be struggling with it. I did not dare offer to push his 
wheelchair for I feared offending a disabled activist with my offers of help, which would be 
akin to sympathy, pity or even welfare. At the same time, when we walked, I felt the stares 
of people around us who also tried to be nondescript. I wondered, whether it was because I 
was with him, or he with me. 
There were 2 ramps before we could reach the entrance to the library to access the 
backdoor to the café. One was a short small one, meant to surmount a kerb around 5cm tall. 
The other, immediately after was longer. When we reached the first ramp, Chee tried 
pushing himself upwards but because of his small frame, he encountered some difficulties. 
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At that moment, I decided that it was perhaps best to put aside any pre-considerations and 
start pushing.  
He was not heavy and I pushed him up the two ramps effortlessly. I stopped 
immediately after reaching flat ground, and Chee wheeled himself comfortably through the 
library entrance. He (We) seemed not to have received that many stares, which I presumed 
was because he was a regular at the library. We reached the back entrance to the café, 
which was located right beside the restrooms of the library, tucked in the corner. Facing a 
glass door, which was of the push/pull type, I immediately took a quick stride forward, and 
opened it for Chee. Allowing him to enter first, I followed behind, and noticed that his 
wheelchair just about cleared the doorway. We decided to sit at the Al Fresco area, as it was 
quieter, but this meant that we had to go through another door. Chee reached the doorway 
and stopped. I realized that my initial conjecture was wrong. I thought that it was polite of 
me to open the door for him, but now I realized that he could not open the door easily by 
himself. Chee went through and down the ramp, into the Alfresco area. It was empty and we 
had our choices of seats. Chee wanted to sit right at the end. He wheeled himself through 
and I was aghast that he only just about cleared the pathway between the tables and the 
retaining wall.  
We reached the table of our choice, and I moved away some chairs so that he could 
wheel himself in, and ordered some food. Chee appeared to have some difficulty ordering 
for he wanted something that was not on the menu. Immediately after ordering, he asked 
for the bill. I intercepted him to pay, but this sparked him off. He insisted that he could pay 
and said repeatedly, ‘usually if I go with my friends, I will pay.’ I guessed that was because he 
wanted me to know that he could afford to pay. My suspicions were later confirmed  when 
we were leaving, for he repeated the same mantra again. Not wanting him to feel uneasy, I 
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told him frankly, that I was paying because of the wealth of information that he was sharing, 
and not because of any sympathy, welfare or any conception about his inability to pay.  
This description of how I met Chee holds specific relevance to my work on disabled 
individuals. By describing the circumstances in which I met him, and the way I felt about him 
when I first saw him, I was in fact trying to illustrate the power relations which laid between, 
for the lack of a better word, the ‘able’ and the ‘disabled’.254 The gaze I afforded him, and 
the moment of immediate recognition of his identity through his wheelchair, together with 
the numerous stares which he received by virtue of him being in a wheelchair, affords him 
the image of being disabled: a subject of welfare, pity, curiosity or something else. The 
wheelchair thus bestows upon the user, a status different from the rest of us. It grants and 
confers upon the user, the status of disability, where he is something less or different from 
the rest of us, which is the reason why stares, glares, shaking of heads are commonplace.  
Yet while the wheelchair confers upon the user the status of being ‘disabled’, Chee 
tries to affirm his ‘normality’, his solidarity with the rest of the normal social body. For 
instance, Chee affirms strongly that he is able to pay. He states consistently that he has the 
ability to pay for the meals, including my share. Only after I said I should pay because of the 
wealth of information that he had shared, did he relent. However, this sparked off a big 
question mark within me. Why did he have to consistently reiterate his ability to pay? It was 
only after talking to him that I realized, that one of the biggest problems Chee felt people 
with disabilities had, was their inability to make a livelihood and by default, unable to lead a 
normal live. Thus, for Chee, being able to pay for his meals and to treat someone else is thus 
an expression of his normality despite his impairment.  
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At the same time, when interacting with Chee, I had instinctively decided on certain 
actions (or non-actions) and had various thoughts about accessibility. For instance, I had felt 
awkward when I could not talk to him at eye level and was disappointed about the lack of 
access through the main entrance and within the café. In fact, by having these feelings, I was 
deeply aware of the social issues that the disabled activist faced in life, and of the various 
‘proper behaviors’ which people should take when interacting with the disabled: for instance, 
speaking at eye level, and not staring at them. In a way, I had been ‘normalized’ into the set 
of norms which the social model theorist and the disabled activist of the 1980s had 
constructed, unknowingly but surely. In this respect, in my reflections on the interviews that 
I had with Chee and the others, my aim was to unravel not just an oral history of events, but 
to uncover more about what underpinned their ideology and mentality.  
Chee felt very strongly about being disabled, and how the disabled were ‘able’ to do 
all the things that ‘normal’ people could do. He felt that ‘the world is ours [meaning the 
disabled] to hold’, and thus the disabled should make an effort to better themselves, and 
not depend on others to do things.255 To him, it was a mentality change that was required of 
the disabled to take charge of their own lives.  
When asked about this mentality, Chee went on to elaborate, and here I took special 
interest in the way he expressed his condition vis-à-vis others:  
we [meaning the disabled] in the past had no social worker to help us [to look 
for jobs], hence we were always rotting at home. [In writing to the media and 
journals] I hoped to tell [the disabled] that we do not owe the world, we should 
make the world our own, to have our own future, just like normal people… 
[emphasis mine] 256 
Here, we see how Chee thought of the disabled as a homogenous group and how he saw the 
disabled as a group who were able to achieve as much as others. However, what struck me 
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was the way in which he expressed his disability vis-à-vis what he termed ‘normal people’. I 
proceeded to ask him what he meant exactly by normal people. He answered: 
like what the normal people can do we can do too [meaning buying things, 
shopping, going around]. But one thing is, we are hindered by barriers, like 
social barriers, transport, environmental and physical barriers, which stop us 
from being able to lead a normal life…257 
Chee’s statements show how he viewed himself in relation to the able-bodied or non-
disabled. It is clear that he takes on a disabled identity, as he frequently identifies himself as 
handicapped/disabled throughout the interview. However, while he sees himself as 
‘disabled’, Chee frequently espouses a rhetoric which expresses itself in his desire to be seen 
as ‘normal’. One instance was the example which I had described above after we had 
ordered our food, with his desire to pay for the two of us, a reassertion of his normality.  
This normality is also seen against his desire to measure up against ‘norms’ of society. 
For instance, one such norm is the norm of paying for services, which occurs on an everyday 
basis in life. For Chee, he wishes to be able to do so too. For instance, when we spoke about 
the taxi fare hikes in the 1980s, Chee recounts that there were some taxi drivers who would 
refuse to pick him up, and instead, pick up the next passenger down the road. There were 
those too, who would pick him up and upon reaching the destination, would refuse to take 
his money. I asked him how he felt with regards to them not taking his money and Chee 
replied indignantly: 
I feel like I am not part of society. They think that I cannot earn my living, and 
would refuse to take my money, because they think I am poor, sympathetic, 
and wish to show their compassion. When they don’t take my money, they 
most probably think I have no job, and are afraid that I do not have enough for 
the return fare. It is times like these that I feel like I am not a part of society…258  
Put in such a way, the aspiration to become normal, to be seen as part of society, becomes 
part of the worldview and mentality of Chee. The desire to be seen as independent citizens, 







normal bodies, capable of contributing to the nation was also evident when I spoke to Chee 
about the National Day Parade. The National Day Parade, as Kong and Yeoh notes, is an 
annual ritual and spectacle which creates a Singaporean national identity.259  
Chee reaffirms that going to watch the National Day Parades in the 1980s gave him 
the feeling that he was part of the nation, although he made it clear that he felt restricted, 
as his freedom was curtailed by the inaccessibility of public transportation and the fact that 
the handicapped had jobs that were not highly paid, well below the national average. Chee 
remembers the time when Johnny Ang participated in the parade and recited the pledge. He 
felt that it was a symbol of how the handicapped/disabled were a part of the nation.260  
I felt that when [Johnny] joined the parade and recited the pledge, he showed 
himself to the public, that the handicapped can also do their part too, in 
society… and in the nation. Johnny, being there, showed that the handicapped 
can make themselves useful, and still do something for themselves, and that 
the handicapped can be employed and work despite their disability…261  
Johnny was a source of inspiration for us all.  He could write and paint, and 
showed the public that the disabled were able despite their disability, that they 
were able out of the public view, able out of sight…262 
Chee, despite his disability was able to feel as a part of the nation. Thus, the disabled [in this 
case, Chee] sought to resist marginalizing discourses that sought to see him as un-able, only 
capable of being passive recipients of pity and welfare. Chee sought to portray a positive 
image of disability, one where the disabled was able to perform norms of everyday life like 
any other person. In doing so, Chee espouses a specific discourse that follows closely to that 
of the social model. This is more apparent so, when Chee describes the limitations that he 
had faced in life. 
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Chee recounts the first time he attempted to take the Mass Rapid Transit (MRT) 
System in the 1980s. It must be remembered that there was a conscious decision made not 
to cater to the disabled in the Mass Rapid Transit Corporation’s attempts to provide for the 
‘public’ and masses then. Chee recalls that he had gone to Toa Payoh MRT station in 1987 
and bought a ticket. Someone had carried him down to the basement platform and when he 
wanted to wheel himself in, he was stopped and told that the disabled were not allowed to 
take the MRT. He recounts: 
I felt that it’s not right to allow me not to take the MRT. I had bought the ticket 
already. I was angry, I felt that I could take the MRT but I was stopped…263  
Now Chee’s anger arose not just from being stopped. It was part of a bigger problem which 
the disabled faced in life, one which is central to the social model theorist’s challenge on the 
individual/medical model. Chee was stopped because of the attitudes of society, which 
prevented him from doing so: a social barrier which disables, in the words of the social 
model. As such, when he was able to take the MRT for the first time in the 1990s, Chee saw 
it as being free from social oppression: 
This freedom was important to me. I was angry at the restriction of my freedom. 
That time [referring to the first time he tried to take the MRT] it was not that I 
was unable to enter, but rather they [referring to the SMRT staff], refused to 
allow me to do so. It is not the physical barrier, not [our impairment], but rather 
the human barrier that stops us, the social barrier that stops us...264 
It is clear from this that Chee’s stance borders closely along the social theorist’s view that 
disability is not caused by impairment, but rather one that is brought about by extenuating 
circumstances, by others. In this case, the experience of impairment is neglected for the 
oppression that causes disability. As a result of this mentality, influenced heavily by the 
social model theory, there is a constant reiteration to be seen as normal and able. The 
embodied subject of disability is always compared and other-ed to the ‘able-bodied’ and the 







disabled body is seen as capable of overcoming the odds. In such a way, by being able to 
perform the norms of the able, the disabled subject is ‘enabled’ and ‘empowered’.  
This is made even clearer when Chee spoke about the participation of the disabled in 
sports:   
We [the disabled] are just as able as them. In our own world, we have sports 
too like the able. If the able have sports, we could too... The handicapped who 
take part in sports can also bring glory to the nation, and those who have no life, 
can make themselves useful. Through sports, we must let the handicapped 
know that they can do as the able are doing. If the able have the Olympics, so 
we must also have ours…265 
This everlasting quest to normality thus pervades throughout the discursive mentality of 
Chee. It also shows how despite challenging the able/disabled binary which has seen them 
marginalized as abnormal individuals, it has reaffirmed and reconstituted the binary 
differently. No longer is this binary exclusive, rather, it is now fluid. The disabled aspires to 
be part of the able, to be seen as abled. To do so, would mean doing the same things that 
the able could. Thus, the disabled are still located in this able/disabled binary, as the lesser 
cousin, the one that tries to emulate the ways and mannerisms of the other. In this, the 
discourse of Chee duplicates the binary relationship of being disabled and non-disabled, 
despite the attempts made to rid the embodied subject of disability of the tag of disability.  
Gordon: Seeing the World in Different Ways  
In Gordon, we see several similarities with how Chee had expressed himself vis-à-vis 
the able bodied. Gordon is forty six this year and was born blind. We had spoken over lunch 
and our discussion covered a wide area of ground. Gordon identifies himself as blind, 
visually impaired, and is part of this general term of people known as the disabled. When 
asked to clarify what he meant by a person with disability, Gordon answered that the 





disabled is one who is ‘perhaps less able, it covers a wide ranges of people with disabilities, 
like the visually handicapped, the deaf and the wheelchair bound among others.’266  
Gordon states that the person with disabilities should aim to do their very best  to 
rise over their disabilities, and concentrate on their ability to do, to function. Gordon, just 
like Chee, felt that disabilities were caused by the environment and society: in other words 
by external barriers. For him, a person with a disability was not unable. Rather they could do 
anything a normal person could. Gordon clarified that a normal person was one without any 
disabling symptoms, without any disability, mentally or physically. In describing himself in 
such terms, Gordon sees the blind/disabled in ways similar to Chee. For the both of them, 
the disabled are always seen vis-à-vis the better half, compared to the able-bodied or the 
normal.  
With this background, Gordon’s understanding of disability and the place of the 
disabled is clear. I had proceeded to jolt his memory of an incident in 1987. Then, the 
Progressive Society of the Blind (PSB) was involved in the ‘tissue selling’ incident. In a bid to 
raise funds for the construction of a music school, blind members of the PSB had sold tissues 
in public areas. The subsequent intervention was massive. The police was called in to 
investigate the Society and the Minister for Community Development, Wong Kan Seng and 
Ron Chandran Dudley, then president of the Singapore Association of the Blind (SAB), issued 
press statements condemning the actions of the PSB. Wong Kan Seng described these blind 
people as ‘duping the public’, and were at best a bunch of beggars, and at worst a band of 
illegal hawkers preying on people’s sympathy.267 Dudley felt that the blind should not be on 
the streets and see how easy money was to come by. Also they would never move from 
there and do an honest day’s work.268 For Dudley, a proper job was to ‘work as a telephone 
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operator or a typist. The blind should also turn to the VWOs for help and not get sympathy 
from the public’.269 Thus, how the blind should behave, and what actions they should or 
should not undertake were at the heart of the incident.  
Gordon was himself a member of the PSB. He had joined in 1985 and had several 
friends who sold tissue papers for the fund raising in 1987. Gordon did not agree with the 
blind selling tissues for fund raising. He felt that this would lead to a situation where society 
would think of the blind as a group of people to be pitied, that they needed donations to be 
kept alive and to survive from day to day. This sympathy was one that he did not wish to see 
associated with the blind. Gordon went on to explain that if society saw the blind as pitiful 
and deserving of sympathy, there was no way for them to prove themselves in society. He 
states: 
If everyone only wants to give us money, it creates sympathy among the sighted. 
If everyone pities and sympathizes for us, how are we going to find work, to be 
able to work, to be able to stand up for ourselves to survive in this world? We 
*the blind+ should be able to stand up for ourselves…270 
 
Another incident which had occurred was the ‘ATM card incident’. In 1986, it was 
reported that the banks had arbitrary decided that the blind were at risk if they were 
allowed to use Automated Teller Machines (ATM) which were designed for the sighted. In 
view of this, the banks decided that the blind should be denied ATM cards. After the incident 
was first reported in October 1986, the Consumers’ Association of Singapore (CASE) and the 
SAB met with the banks to persuade and convince the banks that the blind were in fact 
capable of using ATM cards. The extent to which proof must be furnished was seen in how 
the SAB had to get five blind members to show how they were ‘intelligent and competent 
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enough’ to use ATM cards.271 After the intervention of the SAB and CASE, the banks relented 
and allowed the use of ATM cards by the blind.272  
Gordon had an ATM card since 1984, before the controversy over the need to 
withdraw cards owned by the blind in 1986. Recalling the incident, Gordon felt that although 
the decision was reversed by the banks, this action was discriminating. When asked to 
elaborate on this, Gordon states:  
We are also human beings. We might be blind, disabled, paraplegic, but we are 
as careful as any other person with regards to the use of our ATM cards. How 
can they claim that our cards are [more prone] to misuse by others…273  
Gordon’s recollection and understanding of these incidents shows how a positive image of 
disability consistently appears. This positive image of disability sees the disabled as 
‘differently able’ and is capable of doing things like any other ‘normal’ person, in this case, 
using ATM cards. Thus, like Chee, Gordon’s understanding of disability is one that is 
immersed within a discourse that positions the disabled against the able-bodied. In this 
positive discourse of disabled persons, there is no disabled person who is helpless and 
vulnerable. Instead, this disabled person can do and achieve like any other person in society. 
On a side note, I recalled that I had first made the acquaintance of Gordon some 
three years back, and we had arranged to meet at Sengkang MRT station. Gordon was then 
running late. He had sent me an sms informing me and this left me reeling in shock for a 
moment. Knowing that he was blind, I wondered for several minutes how he was able to 
first, send an sms, and second, to read one if I replied to him. Nevertheless, I sent a reply 
and   waited for him patiently. It was only later that I discovered that Gordon had a speaking 
phone and was thus able to receive/send sms-es, like any other person.  
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When he finally arrived, I was able to instantaneously recognize him despite not 
knowing how he looked like. It was easy, for Gordon had exited the MRT, holding on to his 
white cane, tapping away along the tactile guides located on the floor. Like Chee, I was able 
to identify Gordon on the basis of his white cane. Like the wheelchair, the white cane 
highlighted the disability of the user. I was privately fascinated with the thought of the white 
cane as an identifier, and I asked Gordon about the cane during our extended interview. 
Gordon disclosed that nobody at the School of the Blind carried a cane nor were they taught 
mobility and travel drills until they were twelve years of age.  
Gordon also added that because of their visual impairment, the cane is most vital to 
the blind. Gordon uses it to find his way: for instance, he uses the tapping method to get 
around, which involves the tapping of the cane from one side to another, to ascertain any 
obstacles that could be in the way. Gordon also shared that there are also other methods, 
for instance, those with rheumatism and have difficult tapping the cane, would use a roller 
tip cane, where the cane is rolled instead of being tapped. Gordon also states vehemently,  
I would never leave home without my cane. I need it to identify dangerous 
areas like stairs or drains…. If I did so I would feel uncomfortable to say the least. 
The cane is like a second pair of eyes to me…274 
Like the wheelchair, the act of carrying the cane, confers upon a status of ‘disability’ upon 
the individual. It becomes an extension of the body, one which aims to correct or to enable 
functionality of the person despite the disability. The wheelchair is like a second pair of legs, 
while the cane is like a second pair of eyes in this case. However, for both Chee and Gordon 
alike, while being conferred the status of disabled, they feel indignantly that this image of 
disabled must be a positive one. It should not be one that elicits sympathy and pity. For 
them, the wheelchair and the cane should be seen as positive identifiers; it should be seen 





as technological aids that enable the individual to function in society, much as a pair of 
glasses does wonders for the short-sighted. 
Over the next three years after we first met, Gordon and I communicated frequently 
over the phone and we would talk about anything under the sun. It was through this that I 
came to realize that Gordon knew as much as anyone else. He could tell about the civil war 
in Thailand, offer his opinions about the best type of personal computer to get, share when 
the next big sale is on, or even the latest gossips about movie stars. Gordon could also give 
you the shortest route to take to get to any location. I decided to satisfy my curiosity during 
the interview and had asked him how he was able to keep abreast of the latest happenings 
despite his disability. It was only then that I knew that he was connected to the world, 
through the internet, and his speaking computer. In view of this, I asked him again how he 
was then able to stay connected in the 1980s before the advent of the internet. He had 
simply replied that he kept in touch through newspapers, television and radio as there was 
no internet then. It appears that to him, blindness was not a handicap at all when it came to 
staying connected. It is also in this aspect that I understood what he meant when he said 
that the disabled could be as able as ‘normal’ people.  
It is clear that Gordon has a preconceived notion of disability which is similar to the 
one Chee envisioned. Gordon and Chee both ‘perform’ this discourse of disability, in their 
everyday lives. Their actions, incorporated into the everyday, are performed in a ritualistic 
and willing manner. In attempting to understand this formation of a positive identity of 
disability, I turned to Ron Chandran Dudley, who was very much involved in the disability 
scene and the social activism of the disabled in the 1980s. The limits of the discursive 
formation of this embodied subject of the ‘positive disabled person’ envisioned by the 




Ron Chandran Dudley: The Discursive Limits of Disabled I dentity  
I first met Dudley in June 2008 when I attended the Annual General Meeting of the 
Disabled Peoples’ Association (DPA). Subsequently, I kept contact with him and also 
interviewed him for my Bachelors dissertation. For that research, I had focused on a life 
history approach, and was more focused on dealing with how Dudley dealt with and how 
things changed from the 1950s onwards.  
The interviews and the visits that I made to Dudley endeared him to me, so much so 
that he has become like family, and I call him and his wife, Uncle Ron and Auntie Rena: like a 
3rd set of grandparents, and not the typical Uncle and Auntie found in the Singaporean 
context. It was because of this, that I frequently meet up with Uncle Ron and occasionally, 
we would head out in the sweltering heat of Singapore for our little getaways.  
In the midst of writing this thesis, we had one such getaway when one of 
Singapore’s founding fathers, Dr. Goh Keng Swee passed away on 14 May 2010. The two of 
us wanted to pay our last respects and headed on to Parliament Place to do so. I picked 
Dudley up and parked somewhere near Parliament Place, before walking over. With the sun 
beating relentlessly on us, we joined the queue to enter the compound, which had stretched 
along the Singapore River. After we cleared the security checks and entered the compound, 
we had to join another queue to pay our last respects. Now, for some reason or another, we 
were given special priority. Despite refusing profusely, the officer in charge of the line, 
allowed us to cut the queue of around one hundred people. What made me suspicious that 
the army officer had made some special arrangements was the fact that when we paid our 
respects, there were only the two of us, where usually it would be a line of five to six 
persons. I could feel the stares of people who had queued dutifully on us, and I wanted to 
leave the place. Yet, I had to describe the surroundings and environment to Dudley. It was 
only after doing so that we were able to exit.  
105 
 
I thought about it some more and began to realize that Dudley’s disability had 
created a situation where he was identified as disabled and given priority to cut the queue. 
It was fortunate as we did not need to endure another long wait, but it also brought an 
interesting insight. In the way we were allowed to cut the queue ahead of others despite 
refusing profusely, I had turned to the conclusion that perhaps society still saw the disabled 
as deserving of pity and sympathy and needed help, despite what the disabled themselves 
thought. It was still a society whereby unequal power relations existed, between the able-
bodied and the disabled. In this relationship, the disabled were always at the lower end. 
What they wanted was disregarded in deference of what the able-bodied felt they needed. 
The refusal of our ability to stand and wait in line, and the insistence of allowing us priority 
in the queue, despite other elderly people around, pointed to the existence of such a 
relationship.  
The existence of such a relationship is clear when I interviewed him. Dudley was a 
pioneer of the disability movement in Singapore and his involvement with disability dates 
back to 1959, after he had lost his sight. He held posts within the then SAB as its Secretary 
General and President among others, and was also involved in the Singapore Council of 
Social Services, DPA and Disabled Peoples’ International. As a result of this involvement, 
Dudley was heavily involved in the organization of fund raising activities for the disabled, 
especially in the 1960s. He recounts what he thought of these activities: 
It was a kind of superior/inferior relationship. I was the care provider and you 
were the receiver. Your role is not to reason why but to do as I tell you as I 
support and raise money for you. To me it was a colonial attitude to charity. In 
the context of service, this felt like a colonial/colonized relationship…275 
Dudley’s description of such a relationship pertaining to the earlier period, i.e. 1960s/1970s, 
shows how the idea of a superior/inferior nexus, in relation to the able/disabled dichotomy 
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had existed before the 1980s. The affirmation of this relationship confirms my suspicions of 
an able/disabled binary, where the disabled were always seen as inferior and passive.  
Because of his active involvement in the social activism of the 1980s, I decided to ask Dudley 
what he thought of disability. He replied that a person with a disability only loses the 
functions of certain parts of his body. As such, he is not able to utilize the part to the 
maximum of his ability.276 For him, a person with a disability is not one that is useless and 
incapable of doing anything. Rather a person is only handicapped by the environment, 
architectural or transportation and not his disability. 
Dudley also went on to provide explanations on what he meant by disability, 
handicap and impairment. For him, disability pertains to the functional and is caused by 
trauma or illness. This prevents the individual from functioning to the maximum of his ability. 
Thus, if one had an accident and loses the function of his lower limbs, he is unable to 
function to the maximum of his ability to walk, or use transportation like a normal person 
and could be said to be disabled. As such, the onset of the moment of trauma or illness 
could then be described and seen as impairment. On handicap, Dudley felt that it occurs as a 
result of society. That is to say, a person could be handicapped by the environment, 
transportation or architecture. In this manner, Dudley felt that a person could be 
handicapped in different ways; economically, culturally, socially or politically. Anyone can be 
handicapped, not just a person with disability. For him, a handicap is something which 
society or the community can rectify.  
Viewed in such a way, the trinity of disability, impairment and handicap was seen in 
ways similar to that of the social theorist model of disability espoused by Oliver, which I had 
discussed in my introductory chapter. While impairment could lead to a disabling function, 
the onset of handicap and disability were seen as separate. Dudley clarifies that a person 
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with a disability should be able to function and overcome the disability, and not be 
handicapped.  He feels that with sufficient motivation and psychological strength and drive, 
anyone could make the effort to achieve what he wanted. Thus, in society, disability only 
becomes a handicap if the person is not motivated, nor has he the drive to achieve his goals. 
In such a way, the separation of handicap and disability/impairment as two separate 
functions is effected, and lends to the social model theorist’s struggle against society to 
remove extenuating barriers which handicaps/disables. Dudley went on to state: 
Thus if A wants to be a pilot but cannot because of certain disabling functions, 
then he has to make do with the various devices that could make him function 
to greater success or think in terms intellectually or emotionally to take an 
alternative such that he still is able to function to the best of his ability. In such 
a way A is only disabled if he wants to be a pilot, but not if he does something 
else…277  
 
Dudley’s use of the word normal in his definition of disability piqued me and I had 
asked him what it meant exactly. Dudley’s answer was interesting. He expressed that he did 
not like the use of the word normal, and felt that everyone is normal in a sense. For Dudley, 
normal meant the average functional, and is something which is subjective. In each and 
every society, we have different norms, which have been established and people are then 
measured against these norms. I went on to ask him whether the disabled are always 
measured against the normal person, and Dudley immediately corrected me:  
As compared to the person without any disabilities, who is usually seen as the 
normal; thus if someone wants to achieve something but is not able to perform 
the function that is expected in a community or society which an average 
person is expected to do, then he can be said to be disabled…278 
I found interest in the way Dudley had corrected my comparison of the disabled to the 
normal, instead preferring to see and compare the disabled vis-à-vis the non-disabled. In 
many ways, the use of such a binary follows closely that of the able/disabled pairings. I 







realized that Dudley had decided on the choice of disabled/non-disabled because the use of 
the able/disabled binary implied that if the disabled were not normal or able, then by 
default they [the disabled] were abnormal. Such a use would reflect a negative image of 
disability, and Dudley’s position and ideology, which is modeled closely after the social 
theorist, would not be able to accept this. In postulating the disabled/non-disabled binary, 
an attempt is made instead to see everyone as temporarily able-bodied; for we would one 
day be disabled because of trauma or aging; by doing so, the disabled is seen as the normal, 
whereas the non-disabled body is the abnormal; for it is only an impermanent embodied 
subject.  
An Identity of Disability 
By speaking to and interacting with my subjects, I had highlighted the ways in which 
they perceived various issues that had been closely linked with the social activism of the 
disabled. Their understanding of disability, normality and themselves, are similar to the ways 
the social model theorist and the disabled community had positioned their ideals. In so far 
as they attempt to reconstitute the embodied anomalous subject of disability within society, 
what they had done, through their attempts to approximate the norms of society in their 
behavior, had been to reconstitute the meaning of disability in society. Instead of the binary 
and exclusive categories of able/disabled of the state and society at large which 
marginalized the disabled by seeing them as other and abnormal, the disabled saw 
themselves as being capable of achieving normality. In others words, the fixed and stable 
categories of disability is now breached and in its place, a fluid spectrum is reconstituted.  
This reconstitution of norms could be clearly seen in the interviews and interactions 
that I had with Chee, Gordon and Dudley. In their lives, it is clear how there is a constant 
struggle to reiterate this new positive identity of disability against society, state and the able. 
Through the daily acts of reaffirming this positive identity of disability, which are made 
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clearer in my own interactions with them, the disabled engage in what Butler calls 
‘performativity’. In asserting their positive identity of disability, my interviewees do so in a 
subconscious manner. The practices of this positive disability had been incorporated into 
their lives, and they undergo it in a ritualistic everyday manner. This is seen most clearly in 
my interactions with Chee and Gordon. The limits of this positive performance of identity 
were also made clear in Dudley’s descriptions and transformations of the able/disabled and 




Chapter 6: Situating the Disabled in 
the Historical Imagination of 
Singapore 
In concluding my research, I would like to turn to the works of Hayden White and 
Dipesh Chakrabarty. Hayden White in The Historical Text as Literary Artifact, argues that in 
history, historical facts are encoded into a narrative as components of specific kinds of 
narrative structures.279 The framing of these historical facts into a narrative are based on 
certain tropes of discourse.280 Thus White argues that the historian must pay attention to 
the epistemological arbitrariness of any figurative preferences and be aware of their choice 
of preconceptual prefigurations of their subject matter. The narrative is thus never neutral 
but rather an expression in discourse of a distinct mode, of a distinct mode of experience, of 
thinking about the world, its structures and its process.281 In this manner, White calls for 
historians to think about the manner in which facts can be emplotted. 
In Dipesh Chakrabarty’s Provincializing Europe we see an opportunity to discuss the 
ways in which disabled persons have previously been understood. Representing an inwards 
turn, Chakrabarty observes that historicism, in the European tradition has embraced two 
assumptions, that the human exists in a singular secular frame of universal historical time, 
that the human is ontologically singular, and that gods and spirits are social facts which 
exists prior to them.282 In doing so, Chakrabarty argues that the historian should write 
histories that make visible its repressive strategies and practices and its role in collusion with 
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the narratives of modernity and the project of the nation state.283 Thus, while White 
beseeches historians to talk about which universal models are more apt for emplotment, 
and what kind of emplotment surrounds the historical facts, Chakrabaty argues that this can 
be considered further by asking how the universal models that emplots, came to be and how 
sufficient the translation process of the content into the plot is.  
In considering the roles that the disabled had played in society since the 1980s, we 
should think about the manner in which the disabled had expressed themselves, and the 
circumstances which had led them to consider themselves in such a manner. At the same 
time, when I began to write the conclusion to my research, my attention was turned to an 
incident which happened during a holiday I took in Northeastern Thailand in July 2010. I had 
just visited the Khmer ruin of Phanom Ruang, located in Buriram Province, and was in the 
town of Nang Rong, where I was eating noodles at a road side stall. As I was tucking in to the 
savoury noodles, I saw a rare sight. A disabled Thai in a wheelchair was wheeling himself 
along the pavement. I noticed that there was a five centimeters drop from the pavement to 
the road, and wondered how this Thai was going to get to the other side of the street. 
Wondering if I should get up to help him, I was momentarily stunned by his next move. He 
had jumped his wheelchair off the kerb onto the road, wheeled himself to the other side, 
and jumped onto the pavement himself. No mean feat this was and it led me to rethink the 
way in which my interviewees and the disabled had expressed themselves throughout the 
1980s and beyond. This “dangerous” act highlighted the importance of the accessibility issue 
in the social activism of the disabled in Singapore. More importantly, it showed how despite 
the existence of social barriers, the disabled, Thai or Singaporean, tried to adapt to the 
‘normal’ ways of everyday living, despite their disability. This was made clearer when during 
my interviews with Dudley, he had recalled that wheelchair users from Australia had 
managed to gain entry into inaccessible MRT stations in 1987, by riding the escalators down, 
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holding on to the handrail and balancing precariously.284 The quest towards normality is 
clear in the mentalities, behaviors and performances of the disabled.  
The gaping silence on the voices of the disabled in history had thus far led us to turn 
our attention to the disabled. This had been coupled with the growing emphasis by 
historians on the oppositional voices in history as they focused on reversing the bias in the 
Singapore Story. This has taken on the form of works which focused on the 1950s and 1960s, 
where the PAP’s electoral dominance had yet to be established, and the opposition was 
more active. Yet this overarching emphasis on the 50s and 60s had led to the overlooking of 
the 1980s, as another period where the PAP’s dominance was being questioned, as signaled 
by the electoral losses in the early 1980s. At the same time, the disabled community was 
becoming increasingly vocal as they had been influenced by the monumental changes 
worldwide, forged by the disability movement.  This development must be seen with the 
shifts in the field of disability studies, which in its initial stages adopted a radical standpoint 
as a means to break the marginalization which the disabled had experienced in society thus 
far. The social model theory of disability reaffirmed the disability/impairment distinction and 
focused on the eradication of social barriers in society. The result of this conflation of ideas 
in the 1980s, meant the appearance of a group of people with disabilities who were not 
afraid to voice their views.  
As a result of its inherent usefulness, disabled communities had espoused such 
rhetoric and had united behind the social model theory. In Singapore, as I have shown in 
Chapters Two and Three, the massive intervention of the state into the realm of disability 
and society’s initial understanding of the disabled as subjects of welfare and sympathy, 
created the anomalous embodied subject of disability which was passive, incapable and 
abnormal. The increasingly vocalism of the disabled in society saw them respond with an 
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identity politics of sorts. The disabled demanded their equal rights in society and the 
eradication of social barriers, which would disrupt traditional and the state’s understanding 
of disability. This, they had done through actively advocating in the various fields of 
transportation, access and education.  
The efforts to remake disability extend to the creation of a ‘positive’ image of 
disability. This has been dealt with in Chapters Four and Five. Both the disabled community 
and individuals alike had advocated that the disabled were able to approximate the norms of 
society. In this identity politics of sorts, the ‘positive’ disabled person is able to do and 
perform norms of everyday living. In such a way, the disabled community reconstitutes the 
norms of society. The effects of this normative, is then to enable the disabled to partake in 
normalcy through Butler’s idea of ‘performativity’. By performing the proper behavior of 
disability espoused by the community, for instance, in HWA’s Handicaps’ Monthly, the 
disabled brought into effect this positive discourse of disability. My interviewees also 
subscribe actively to this discourse. The overall effect of this positive discourse is to dissolve 
the existing dichotomous binaries of able/disabled and normal/abnormal and reconstitute it 
into a fluid spectrum. The embodiment of the disabled (empowered) subject under this 
discourse can and must be deconstructed to reveal the fluidity and instability inherent in its 
construction as well as the type of knowledges and discourses informing its construction.  
This research thus serves two purposes. The first objective is to trace the social 
activism of the disabled in the 1980s and how the disabled community developed the issues 
and resolved them vis-à-vis increasing state intervention in disability in the 1980s. The 
remaking of disability by the two parties - the state and the community - thus form the site 
of contestation as the disabled contested the issues close to their hearts. The state’s 
intervention in the form of the Advisory Council of 1989 thus represents a commitment to 
deal with the problems that the disabled faced, although some issues such as  the 
114 
 
inaccessibility of the MRT was only resolved in the late 1990s. The second objective is to 
trace how the disabled presented their needs and formulated their identity as a means of 
demonstrating discourse. By analyzing the underpinnings of this positive discourse of 
disability, it is clear that the reconstitution of existing norms in society is the ultimate aim of 
the disabled community. This was achieved through various ways, for instance, exhorting 
proper behaviors and identifying the place of the disabled in the nation, as well as through 
‘performativity’, the ritualistic performances of identity on an everyday level. The need for a 
voice of their own, to represent themselves within a society marginalizing them, has led the 
disabled to this course of action: to challenge the powerful orthodox view of disability as 
seen from the ‘able-bodied’ and the state. This course of action within the historical 
imagination of Singapore has yet to recognize the disabled as prominent actors of civil 















































Appendix B: Definitions of Disability 
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ILO (1955)  A disabled person is an individual whose prospects of securing , 
retaining and advancing in suitable employment are substantially 
reduced as a result of physical, mental, or psychological impairment 




Members shall consider the term disabled persons as meaning an 
individual whose prospects of securing, retaining and advancing in 
suitable employment are substantially reduced as a result of duly 
recognized physical or mental impairment 286 
 
DPI Constitution (1981) Disability is the functional limitation within the individual caused by 
physical, mental or sensory impairment and handicap is the loss or 
limitation of opportunities to take part in the normal life of the 
community on an equal level with others due to physical and social 
barriers 287 
 
Proposed definition at 
Workshop (1983) by Ron 
Chandran Dudley 
People with disabilities are those individuals whose prospects for 
securing, retaining places, and advancing in schools, vocational 
training centers, institutes of higher learning, employment and sports 
as equal members of the community are substantially reduced as a 
result of physical, mental or psychological impairment or due to social, 
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Adopted definition of 
Workshop (1983) 
People with disability are those whose prospects of securing, retaining 
places, and advancing in educational and training institutes, 
employment and recreation as equal members of the community are 
substantially reduced as a result of physical or mental impairment. At 
the same time, the WHO concepts of impairment, disability and 
handicap were adopted.289  
 
Advisory Council on the 
Disabled 1988 
People with disabilities are those whose prospects of securing, 
retaining places, and advancing in educational and training 
institutions, employment and recreation as equal members of the 
community are substantially reduced as a result of physical, mental, 
intellectual or sensory impairment. At the same time, the WHO 




People with disabilities are those whose prospects of securing, 
retaining places and advancing in education and training institutions, 
employment and recreation as equal members of the community are 
substantially reduced as a result of physical, sensory, intellectual and 
development impairments.  
It further notes that there are two components, core/medical 
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